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Series foreword 

This series for Cambridge University Press is becoming widely known 
as an international forum for studies of situated learning and cognition. 

Innovative contributions are being made by anthropology, by cogni
tive, developmental, and cultural psychology, by computer science, by 
education, and by social theory. These contributions are providing the 
basis for new ways of understanding the social, historical, and contex
tua! nature of the learning, thinking, and practice that emerges from hu
man activity. The empirical settings of these research inquiries range 
from the classroom to the workplace, to the high technology office, and 
to learning in the streets and in other communities of practice. 

The situated nature of learning and remembering through activity is 
a central fact. It may appear obvious that human minds develop in so
cial situations and extend their sphere of activity and communicative 
competencies. But cognitive theories of knowledge representation and 
learning alone have not provided sufficient insight into these relation
ships. 

This series was born of the conviction that new and exciting inter
disciplinary syntheses are underway as scholars and practitioners from 
diverse fields seek to develop theory and empirical investigations ade
quate for characterizing the complex relations of social and mentallife, 
and for understanding successfullearning wherever it occurs. The se
ries invites contributions that advance our understanding of these sem
inal issues. 
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intellectual generosity that makes her such an outstanding teacher and 
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dence. At the very least, we can appreciate those clase connections, con
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an opening, not a closing. If, as complexity theory would have it, a but
terfly flapping its wings can trigger monsoons, then how are we to know 
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Introduction 

A social theory of learning 

Our institutions, to the extent that they address issues of learning ex
plicitly, are largely based on the assumption that learning is an individ
ual process, that it has a beginning and an end, that it is best separated 
from the rest of our activities, and that it is the result of teaching. 
Hence we arrange classrooms where students - free from the distrac
tions of their participation in the outside world- can pay attention to a 
teacher or focus on exercises. We design computer-based training pro
grams that walk students through individualized sessions covering 
reams of information and drill practice. To assess learning we use tests 
with which students struggle in one-on-one combat, where knowledge 
must be demonstrated out of context, and where collaborating is con
sidered cheating. As a result, much of our institutionalized teaching 
and training is perceived by would-be learners as irrelevant, and most 
of us come out of this treatment feeling that learning is boring and 
arduous, and that we are not really cut out for it. 

So, what if we adopted a different perspective, one that placed learn
ing in the context of our lived experience of participation in the world? 
What if we assumed that learning is as much a part of our human na
ture as eating or sleeping, that it is both life-sustaining and inevitable, 
and that - given a chance - we are quite good at it? And what if, in 
addition, we assumed that learning is, in its essence, a fundamentally 
social phenomenon, reflecting our own deeply social nature as human 
beings capable of knowing? What kind of understanding would such a 
perspective yield on how learning takes place and on what is required 
to support it? In this book, I will try to develop such a perspective. 

A conceptual perspective: theory and practice 

There are many different kinds of learning theory. Each em
phasizes different aspects of learning, and each is therefore useful for 

3 
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different purposes. To sorne extent these differences in emphasis reflect 
a delibera te focus on a slice of the multidimensional problem of learn
ing, and to sorne extent they reflect more fundamental differences in 
assumptions about the nature of knowledge, knowing, and knowers, 
and consequently about what matters in learning. (For those who are 
interested, the first note lists a number of such theories with a brief 
description of their focus. 1 ) 

The kind of social theory of learning 1 propose is not a replacement 
for other theories of learning that address different aspects of the prob
lem. But it does have its own set of assumptions and its own focus. 
Within this context, it does constitute a coherent leve! of analysis; it 
does yield a conceptual framework from which to derive a consistent 
set of general principies and recommendations for understanding and 
enabling learning. 

My assumptions asto what matters about learning and as to the na
ture of knowledge, knowing, and knowers can be succinctly summar
ized as follows. 1 start with four premises. 

1) We are social beings. Far from being trivially true, this fact is 
a central aspect of learning. 

2) Knowledge is a matter of competence with respect to valued 
enterprises - such as singing in tune, discovering scientific 
facts, fixing machines, writing poetry, being convivía!, growing 
up as a hoy or a girl, and so forth. 

3) Knowing is a matter of participating in the pursuit of such en
terprises, that is, of active engagement in the world. 

4) Meaning - our ability to experience the world and our engage
ment with it as meaningful - is ultimately what learning is to 
produce. 

As a reflection of these assumptions, the primary focus of this theory 
is on learning as social participation. Participation here refers not just 
to local events of engagement in certain activities with certain people, 
but to a more encompassing process of being active participants in the 
practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to 
these communities. Participating in a playground dique or in a work 
team, for instance, is both a kind of action and a form of belonging. 
Such participation shapes not only what we do, but also who we are and 
how we interpret what we do. 

A social theory of learning must therefore integra te the components 
necessary to characterize social participation as a process of learning 
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Learning 

Figure 0.1. Components of a social theory uf learning: an initial inventory. 

and of knowing. These components, shown in Figure 0.1, include the 
following. 

1) Meaning: a way of talking about our ( changing) ability - indi
vidually and collectively - to experience our life and the world 
as meaningful. 

2) Practice: a way of talking about the shared historical and social 
resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mu
tual engagement in action. 

3) Community: a way of talking about the social configurations in 
which our enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our 
participation is recognizable as competence. 

4) 1 denti~y: a way of talking about how learning changes who we 
are and creates personal histories of becoming in the context 
of our communities. 

Clearly, these elements are deeply interconnected and mutually defin
ing. In fact, looking at Figure 0.1, you could switch any of the four 
peripheral components with learning, place it in the center as the pri
mary focus, and the figure would still make sense. 

Therefore, when 1 use the concept of "community of practice" in the 
title of this book, 1 really use it as a point of entry into a broader con
ceptual framework of which it is a constitutive element. The analytical 
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power of the concept lies precise! y in that it integrates the components 
of Figure 0.1 while referring to a familiar experience. 

Communities of practice are everywhere 

We all belong to communities of practice. At home, at work, at 
school, in our hobbies - we belong to severa! communities of practice 
at any given time. And the communities of practice to which we belong 
change o ver the course of our lives. In fact, communities of practice are 
everywhere. 

Families struggle to establish an habitable way of life. They develop 
their own practices, routines, rituals, artifacts, symbols, conventions, 
stories, and histories. Family members hate each other and they love 
each other; they agree and they disagree. They do what it takes to keep 
going. Even when families fall apart, members create ways of dealing 
with each other. Surviving together is an important enterprise, whether 
surviving consists in the search for food and shelter or in the quest for 
a viable identity. 

Workers organize their lives with their immediate colleagues and cus
tomers to get their jobs done. In doing so, they develop or preserve a 
sense of themselves they can live with, ha ve sorne fun, and fulfill the re
quirements of their employers and clients. No matter what their official 
job description may be, they create a practice to do what needs to be 
done. Although workers may be contractually employed by a large insti
tution, in day-to-day practice they work with - and, in a sense, for - a 
much smaller set of people and communities. 

Students go to school and, as they come together to deal in their 
own fashion with the agenda of the imposing institution and the unset
tling mysteries of youth, communities of practice sprout everywhere -
in the classroom as well as on the playground, officially or in the cracks. 
And in spite of curriculum, discipline, and exhortation, the learning 
that is most personally transformative turns out to be the learning that 
involves membership in these communities of practice. 

In garages, bands rehearse the same songs for yet another wedding 
gig. In attics, ham radio enthusiasts become part of worldwide clusters 
of communicators. In the back rooms of churches, recovering alcohol
ics go to their weekly meetings to find the courage to remain sober. 
In laboratories, scientists correspond with colleagues, near and far, in 
order to advance their inquiries. Across a worldwide web of computers, 
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people congrega te in virtual spaces and develop shared ways of pursu
ing their common interests. In offices, computer users count on each 
other to cope with the intricacies of obscure systems. In neighbor
hoods, youths gang together to configure their life on the street and 
their sense of themselves. 

Communities of practice are an integral part of our daily lives. They 
are so informal and so pervasive that they rarely come into explicit 
focus, but for the same reasons they are also quite familiar. Although 
the term may be new, the experience is not. Most communities of prac
tice do not have a name and do not issue membership cards. Yet, if we 
care to consider our own life from that perspective for a moment, we 
can all construct a fairly good picture of the communities of practice we 
belong to now, those we belonged to in the past, and those we would 
like to belong to in the future. We also have a fairly good idea of who 
belongs to our communities of practice and why, even though member
ship is rarely made explicit on a roster or a checklist of qualifying cri
teria. Furthermore, we can probably distinguish a few communities of 
practice in which we are core members from a larger number of com
munities in which we ha ve a more peripheral kind of membership. 

In all these ways, the concept of community of practice is not un
familiar. By exploring it more systematically in this book, 1 mean only 
to sharpen it, to make it more useful as a thinking tool. Toward this 
end, its familiarity will serve me well. Articulating a familiar phenom
enon is a chance to push our intuitions: to deepen and expand them, to 
examine and rethink them. The perspective that results is not foreign, 
yet it can shed new light on our world. In this sense, the concept of com
munity of practice is neither new nor old. It has both the eye-opening 
character of novelty and the forgotten familiarity of obviousness - but 
perhaps that is the mark of our most useful insights. 

Rethinking learning 

As 1 will argue in more detail throughout this book, placing 
the focus on participation has broad implications for what it takes to 
understand and support learning. 

• For individuals, it means that learning is an issue of engaging in and 
contributing to the practices of their communities. 

• For communities, it means that learning is an issue of refining their 
practice and ensuring new generations of members. 
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• For organizations, it means that learning is an issue of sustaining the 
interconnected communities of practice through which an organiza
tion knows what it knows and thus becomes effective and valuable 
as an organization. 

Learning in this sense is not a separate activity. lt is not something 
we do when we do nothing else or stop doing when we do something 
else. There are times in our lives when learning is intensified: when 
situations shake our sense of familiarity, when we are challenged be
yond our ability to respond, when we wish to engage in new practices 
and seek to join new communities. There are also times when society 
explicitly places us in situations where the issue of learning becomes 
problematic and requires our focus: we attend classes, memorize, take 
exams, and receive a diploma. And there are times when learning gels: 
an infant utters a first word, we have a sudden insight when someone's 
remark provides a missing link, we are finally recognized as a full mem
ber of a community. But situations that bring learning into focus are not 
necessarily those in which we learn most, or most deeply. The events 
of learning we can point to are perhaps more like volcanic eruptions 
whose fiery bursts reveal for one drama tic moment the ongoing labor of 
the earth. Learning is something we can assume - whether we see it or 
not, whether we like the way it goes or not, whether what we are learn
ing is to repeat the past or to shake it off. Even failing to learn what is 
expected in a given situation usually involves learning something else 
instead. 

For many of us, the concept of learning immediately conjures up 
images of classrooms, training sessions, teachers, textbooks, home
work, and exercises. Yet in our experience, learning is an integral part 
of our everyday lives. lt is part of our participation in our communities 
and organizations. The problem is not that we do not know this, but 
rather that we do not have very systematic ways of talking about this 
familiar experience. E ven though the topic of this book covers mostly 
things that everybody knows in sorne ways, having a systematic vocab
ulary to talk about it does make a difference. An adequate vocabulary is 
important beca use the concepts we use to make sense of the world di
rect both our perception and our actions. We pay attention to what we 
expect to see, we hear what we can place in our understanding, and we 
act according to our world views. 

Although learning can be assumed to take place, modern societies 
ha ve come to see it as a topic of concern - in all sorts of ways and for 
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a host of different reasons. We develop national curriculums, ambitious 
corporate training programs, complex schooling systems. We wish to 
cause learning, to take charge of it, direct it, accelerate it, demand it, or 
even simply stop getting in the way of it. In any case, we want to do 
something about it. Therefore, our perspectives on learning matter: 
what we think about learning influences where we recognize learning, 
as well as what we do when we decide that we must do something about 
it - as individuals, as communities, and as organizations. 

If we proceed without reflecting on our fundamental assumptions 
about the nature of learning, we run an increasing risk that our concep
tions will have misleading ramifications. In a world that is changing and 
becoming more complexly interconnected at an accelerating pace, con
cerns about learning are certainly justified. But perhaps more than 
learning itself, it is our conception of learning that needs urgent atten
tion when we choose to meddle with it on the scale on which we do to
day. Indeed, the more we concern ourselves with any kind of design, 
the more profound are the effects of our discourses on the topic we 
want to address. The farther you aim, the more an initial error matters. 
As we become more ambitious in attempts to organize our lives and our 
environment, the implications of our perspectives, theories, and beliefs 
extend further. As we take more responsibility for our future on larger 
and larger scales, it becomes more imperative that we reflect on the per
spectives that inform our enterprises. A key implication of our attempts 
to organize learning is that we must become reflective with regard to 
our own discourses of learning and to their effects on the ways we de
sign for learning. By proposing a framework that considers learning in 
social terms, 1 hope to contribute to this urgent need for reflection 
and rethinking. 

The practicalizv of theory 

A perspective is nota recipe; it does not tell you just what todo. 
Rather, it acts as a guide about what to pay attention to, what difficulties 
to expect, and how to approach problems. 

• If we believe, for instan ce, that knowledge consists of pieces of infor
mation explicitly stored in the brain, then it makes sense to package 
this information in well-designed units, to assemble prospective re
cipients of this information in a classroom where they are perfectly 
still and isolated from any distraction, and to deliver this information 
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to them as succinctly and articulately as possible. From that per
spective, what has come to stand for the epítome of a learning event 
makes sense: a teacher lecturing a class, whether in a school, in a cor
porate training center, or in the back room of a library. 

But if we believe that information stored in explicit ways is only a 
small part of knowing, and that knowing involves primarily active 
participation in social communities, then the traditional format does 
not look so productive. What does look promising are inventive ways 
of engaging students in meaningful practices, of providing access to 
resources that enhance their participation, of opening their horizons 
so they can put themselves on learning trajectories they can identify 
with, and of involving them in actions, discussions, and reflections 
that make a difference to the communities that they value. 

• Similarly, if we believe that productive people in organizations are 
the diligent implementors of organizational processes and that the 
key to organizational performance is therefore the definition of in
creasingly more efficient and detailed processes by which people's ac
tions are prescribed, then it makes sense to engineer and re-engineer 
these processes in abstract ways and then roll them out for imple
mentation. 

But if we believe that people in organizations con tribute to organ
izational goals by participating inventively in practices that can never 
be fully captured by institutionalized processes, then we will mini
mize prescription, suspecting that too much of it discourages the 
very inventiveness that makes practices effective. We will have to 
make sure that our organizations are contexts within which the com
munities that develop these practices may prosper. We will have to 
value the work of community building and make sure that partici
pants have access to the resources necessary to learn what they need 
to learn in order to take actions and make decisions that fully engage 
their own knowledgeability. 

If all this seems like common sense, then we must ask ourselves why 
our institutions so often seem, not merely to fail to bring about these 
outcomes, but to work against them with a relentless zeal. Of course, 
sorne of the blame can justifiably be attributed to conflicts of interest, 
power struggles, and even human wickedness. But that is too simple an 
answer, and unnecessarily pessimistic. We must also remember that 
our institutions are designs and that our designs are hostage to our 
understanding, perspectives, and theories. In this sense, our theories 
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are very practica} because they frame not just the ways we act, but also
and perhaps most importantly when design involves social systems -
the ways we justify our actions to ourselves and to each other. In an 
institutional context, it is difficult to act without justifying your actions 
in the discourse of the institution. 

A social theory of learning is therefore not exclusively an academic 
enterprise. While its perspective can indeed inform our academic inves
tigations, it is also relevant to our daily actions, our policies, and the 
technical, organizational, and educational systems we design. A new 
conceptual framework for thinking about learning is thus of val u e not 
only to theorists but to all of us - teachers, students, parents, youths, 
spouses, health practitioners, patients, managers, workers, policy mak
ers, citizens- who in one way or another must take steps to foster learn
ing (our own and that of others) in our relationships, our communities, 
and our organizations. In this spirit, this book is written with both the 
theoretician and the practitioner in mind. 

lntellectual context 

Because 1 am trying to serve multiple audiences, 1 will en
deavor to propose a synthetic perspective rather than to enter deeply 
into the arguments, technicalities, and controversies of any one aca
demic community. In fact, whenever 1 make references to the literature 
covering such debates, 1 will do so in the notes. lt is still useful, how
ever, to spend a few paragraphs outlining the intellectual traditions that 
have influenced my thinking, whose influence 1 have tried to weave to
gether, and to which 1 hope this work will make sorne contributions. lf 
you are not interested, skipping this section will not impair your ability 
to follow my argument. 

In an earlier book, anthropologist Jean Lave and 1 tried to distill -
from a number of ethnographic studies of apprenticeship - what such 
studies might contribute to a general theory of learning. Our purpose 
was to articulare what it was about apprenticeship that seemed so com
pelling as a learning process. Toward this end, we used the concept of 
legitimate peripheral participation to characterize learning. We wanted to 
broaden the traditional connotations of the concept of apprenticeship -
from a master/student or mentor/mentee relationship to one of chang
ing participation and identity transformation in a community of prac
tice. The concepts of identity and community of practice were thus 
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theories of 
practice 

theories of 
social structure 

theories of 
situated 

experience 

theories of 
identity 

Figure 0.2. Two main axes of relevant traditions. 

important to our argument, but they were not given the spotlight and 
were left largely unanalyzed.2 In this book 1 have given these concepts 
center stage, explored them in detail, and used them as the main entry 
points into a social theory of learning. 

Such a theory of learning is relevant to a number of disciplines, in
cluding anthropology, sociology, cognitive and social psychology, phi
losophy, and organizational and educational theory and practice. But 
the main tradition to which 1 think this work belongs- in terms ofboth 
influences and contributions- is social theory, a somewhat ill-defined 
field of conceptual inquiry at the intersection of philosophy, the social 
sciences, and the humanities.3 In this context, 1 see a social theory of 
learning as being located at the intersection of intellectual traditions 
along two main axes, as illustrated in Figure 0.2. (In the notes 1 list, for 
each of the categories, sorne of the theories whose influence is reflected 
in my own work.) 

In the tradition of social theory, the vertical axis is a central one. 
lt reflects a tension between theories that give primacy to social struc
ture and those that give primacy to action. A large body of work deals 
with clashes between these perspectives and attempts to bring them 
together. 

Theories of social structure give primacy mostly to institutions, 
norms, and rules. They emphasize cultural systems, discourses, and 
history. They seek underlying explanatory structures that account 
for social patterns and tend to view action as a mere realization of 
these structures in specific circumstances. The most extreme of 
them deny agency or knowledgeability to individual actors.4 
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• Theories of situated experience give primacy to the dynamics of every
day existence, improvisation, coordination, and interactional chore
ography. They emphasize agency and intentions. They mostly ad
dress the interactive relations of people with their environment. 
They focus on the experience and the local construction of individ
ual or interpersonal events such as activities and conversations. The 
most extreme of them ignore structure writ large altogether.5 

Learning as participation is certainly caught in the middle. It takes 
place through our engagement in actions and interactions, but it em
beds this engagement in culture and history. Through these local ac
tions and interactions, learning reproduces and transforms the social 
structure in which it takes place. 

The horizontal axis - with which this book is most directly con
cerned- is set against the backdrop of the vertical one. It provides a set 
of midlevel categories that mediate between the poles of the vertical 
axis. Practice and identity constitute forms of social and historical con
tinuity and discontinuity that are neither as broad as sociohistorical 
structure on a grand scale nor as fleeting as the experience, action, and 
interaction of the moment. 

• Theories of social practice address the production and reproduction 
of specific ways of engaging with the world. They are concerned 
with everyday activity and real-life settings, but with an emphasis on 
the social systems of shared resources by which groups organize and 
coordinate their activities, mutual relationships, and interpretations 
of the world.6 

• Theories of identi~y are concerned with the social formation of the 
person, the cultural interpretation of the body, and the creation and 
use of markers of membership such as rites of passage and social cat
egories. They address issues of gender, class, ethnicity, age, and 
other forms of categorization, association, and differentiation in an 
attempt to understand the person as formed through complex rela
tions of mutual constitution between individuals and groups.7 

Here again, learning is caught in the middle. It is the vehicle for the 
evolution of practices and the inclusion of newcomers while also (and 
through the same process) the vehicle for the development and trans
formation of identities. 

These two axes set the main backdrop for my theory, but it is worth 
refining the picture one step further with another set of intermediary 
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theories of 

experience 

Figure 0.3. Refined intersection of intellectual traditions. 

axes (see Figure 0.3). Indeed, while the vertical axis is a backdrop 
for my work, 1 shall have little to say about structure in the abstract or 
the minute choreography of interactions. I ha ve 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 1 go in the direction 
of social structure or situated experience. Hence, m y 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 1 
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, affinity).8 
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• Theories of subjectivi~y 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.9 

The other diagonal axis places power between social structure and iden
tity, and meaning 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 power. 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 ). 10 

• 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.) 
Beca use this notion of meaning production has to do with our ability 
to "own" meanings, it involves 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.11 

The 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 1 calla social theory of 
learning is in itself interesting. lt 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: 

1) the Prologue sets sorne contexts for the book 
2) Part 1, entitled Practice, addresses the left half of Figure 0.1 

(and 0.3) 
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3) Part 11, entitled ldentity, addresses the right half of Figure 0.1 
(and 0.3) 

4) the Epilogue explores the implications of Parts 1 and 11 for 
design. 

Each part includes a brief introduction that presents the tapie 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 tapie. 

Prologue: vignettes 

The rest of this prologue contains two vignettes that describe 
one community of practice. In 1989-90 I did sorne ethnographic field
work in a medical claims processing center operated by a large U.S. 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.12 

• Vignette 1 is a fairly detailed account of one working day in the life 
of a claims processor. lt is meant to provide a view of a community 
of practice from the standpoint of a participant. Ariel, as I will call 
her, is representa ti ve of the claims processors, but she is a composite 
character. The da y 1 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 lJ describes the use of one worksheet created by Alinsu to fa
cilita te a calculation. This case illustrates the type of problems that 
can arise when workers are asked to perform procedural activities 
without a good understanding of what the activities are about. 

• Coda O summarizes the vignettes by introducing a perspective on 
understanding. 

I include these vignettes to give sorne 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 11 is mostly use
fui for Chapter 9, and even if you skip the vignettes, you still might 
want to look at Figure 0.4. 1 will refer on many occasions to the calcula
tion worksheet it displays. 
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Part 1: Practice 

Part 1 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 use fui 
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 1 ends with an essay on "knowing in practice." 

Part 11: Jdentizy 

Part 11 focuses on identity. This shift of focus from practice to 
identity within the same analytical perspective has the following conse
quences. 

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

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

3) lt requires 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 11 thus complements Part l. lt argues for a dual relation between 
practice and identity, and it addresses sorne limitations of the concept 
of community of practice by locating it within a broader framework. 
Part 11 ends with an essay on "learning communities." 

Epilogue: Design 

By way of conclusion, 1 discuss issues of design and learning. 1 
first use the contents of Parts 1 and 11 to describe the dimensions and 
components of a design oriented to learning. Then 1 use this framework 
to discuss two kinds of social design: 

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



Vignette 1 

Welcome to claims processing! 

Ariel runs down the stairs. She has to be at work at 8:00, and with the 
traffic, she will need a lot ofluck to make it. She should really stop using 
the snooze button. The fact is, she would rather go to work earlier and 
come home earlier. But it's people with more seniority who get to 
choose their hours first: they can take the 7:00 to 3:00 schedule. She 
had it for a while. It's a bit hard in the morning, but when you get off 
at 3:00, it's like you still have the day in front ofyou. Staying there until 
4:00 makes a big difference. But now the office needed sorne people to 
answer the phones between 3:00 and 4:00, so junior processors have to 
stay later. Although she has been working in the claims office for well 
over a year, Ariel is still considered a junior processor. She has recently 
been promoted to a level 6. 

Predictably, it's congested between Ridgewell and Lincoln. As her 
car comes to a halt, Ariel grabs the rearview mirror to check her 
makeup. Overall, she takes good care ofherself She makes up, but dis
creetly, and dresses cleanly but not aggressively. Fortunately, the office 
is rather informal about appearance. You could spend a fortune other
wise. Of course, she could not go to work in shorts, but even jeans are 
OK as long as they are not torn. Altogether, there are not too many 
rules about dress, but it has been intimated on a few occasions that it is 
better to look somewhat professional and that appearance as well as 
behavior will influence promotional reviews. Besides, proper clothes 
make her feel better about her work. Today she made a special effort 
because sorne visitors are expected in the office: she is wearing her new 
woolen skirt and matching high heels. 

Judith and Eleanor are already waiting for the elevator. "Hi, how are 
you?" She glances at the indicator: "L" for lobby and the steel doors 
slide open. The three co-workers step in hastily. The elevator has the 
soft, rose carpeting that covers the floors inside the building, and its 
walls are made of smoked mirrors so you don't feel encased in a small 

18 
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box. The inside is at once dark and well-lit: two rows of indirect spot
lights, built deep into the ceiling, shine softly onto people's heads. Like 
the lobby, with its large glass entrance, its peach walls, and its marble 
floor, the elevator seems made for business suits and attaché cases, 
rather than for Eleanor's jeans jacket, lunch bag and thermos, or for 
Judith's bright sneakers. She still looks like a high-school girl. The 
numbers flip above the door. "Second floor," says the synthesized voice 
of the friendly elevator in the same old tone. Ariel can hear that voice 
in her head whenever she closes her eyes: "second floor." 

The office occupies the entire second floor of the building - plus a 
large part of the third floor, where the clerical unit, the training class, 
and the employees' lounge are located. The second floor consists of one 
large room. Only the two management offices in the corners have walls. 
But even these have large windows so that visually they are almost part 
of the main room. All that obstructs the view are the two square struc
tures in the middle of the area: the elevator shaft with the entry hall, 
and the bathrooms. The two bathrooms on this floor are women's. 
There was no need to reserve a whole bathroom for the few guys who 
work here; they can just go upstairs. 

The first thing A riel does is walk toward her supervisor 's desk to sigo 
in. Since she is ten minutes late, she promises to make up for the time 
this very day. She will stay until ten past four. Before going to her desk, 
A riel checks her hin: only one referral and nine pieces of mail. S he usu
ally receives a lot of mail addressed specifically to her. Ruth told her 
this happens because she always gives her name on the phone. It seems 
like the right thing to do, but she carne to realize that many processors 
try to avoid doing so. 

Ariel's desk is close to the supervisor's desk. Of course, she has to 
make su re that she does not chat too m u ch. In fact, she suspects that it 's 
the reason she was told to sit there. Before, she was sitting beside Eric, 
and he kept talking to her. Now she does not have much privacy, but 
that's good too. It helps her concentrare. She knows herself, and if she 
wants to "make production" and get her promotions, it's better that she 
can't fool around. Also, in this location, she's closer to the center of 
the unit and she always knows what's happening. On her left sits Joan. 
She is a level 8, who works very hard and is very dedicated. Joan hopes 
to be a level 9 soon, but then she will no longer be a claims processor; 
she will become a claims technician or an assistant supervisor. On 
Ariel's right sits Annette, a level 5 who is having sorne difficulty and has 
been placed on warning for a while. Level 5 is the first level at which 
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you are no longer a trainee. Ariel thinks that Annette will most likely 
be fired soon because her warning has already been extended and she's 
still having trouble. 

Like every desk around, Ariel's is cluttered with the paraphernalia of 
claims processors. She has organized her small space into an efficient 
place for doing her work, but she has been careful to leave sorne room 
for enough personal objects to make the space her own, including a 
plant and a photo of her boyfriend and her dog. 

As Ariel walks toward her desk, she ignores the two phone messages 
standing on her keyboard. S he also ignores the piJe of claims that some
one has placed besid.e her keyboard for her to work through. Instead 
she immediately notes two claims covered with pink batch sheets: two 
"voids." Shit! Two more voids with only two days left this week. "Here 
goes m y quality!" she exclaims. It will take a lot ofluck if she is to make 
up for them and maintain the weekly percentage of correct claims she 
needs. She hates voids; they are frustrating and humiliating. Not only 
do they mean a lower quality rating for the week in which they occur, 
but they also mean more work because they have to be processed again. 

She takes a look at the first void. She reimbursed lab charges at 
the regular rate of 85%, but the quality reviewer claims that these 
charges were related to outpatient surgery, which the plan reimburses 
at 100%, and should therefore ha ve be en reimbursed at 100% as well. 
She must check this up. She sits down, pushes papers aside, and starts 
logging into the system. "What a way to start the day!" she complains 
to Annette. 

She enters her operator number and her password. They are strict 
about security. You are even supposed to log out if you are away from 
your desk for a short time, but no one really does it. Ariel has heard 
through the grapevine that there have been cases of embezzlement in 
the past, that sorne people have been fired, but nobody seems to know 
the details. 

When the initial working screen comes up, she enters the control 
number of the employer contract and the social security number of the 
employee. Then she inspects the patient's claim history. Quality re
view was right, the current lab charges were related to a surgery that 
had been the object of a previous claim. She should ha ve caught that: 
there is no way out. She will not try to dispute this void. She quickly 
reprocesses the claim. 

Then she takes a look at the second void. What? But the patient was 
seen for headaches. And neurological exams for headaches are con
sidered medica!, even if there is a secondary psychological diagnosis. 



Vignette 1: Welcome to claims processing! 21 

Therefore the "psych" maximum does not apply. She had actualiy dis
cussed this case with Nancy and Sheila. She even talked with Maureen, 
the back-up trainer, who helps people with difficult cases and had 
agreed with her conclusion. She goes over to show her the void, gets 
sorne comforting grumbling about people in the quality review unit, 
comes back to her desk, pulis out a dispute form from her drawer, and 
starts filiing it out, explaining in detail how she carne to her decision. 
She states emphatically that the back-up trainer had confirmed her de
termination. Then she goes to her supervisor, who must sign a dispute 
form before it is submitted to quality review. The supervisor shakes her 
head in solidarity. Ariel is now quite confident that she will be able to 
resolve this one in her favor. What a relief! 

Now that she has taken care ofher voids, Ariel reads her phone mes
sages, and puts them in a tray on her left. S he will take care of that in 
the afternoon. Then she starts looking through the other claims that 
were sitting on her desk. Lots of "junk claims," as the complicated 
claims that wili require much work are calied. Ariel is weli organized. 
"You have to be, in this job," she always says. What she tries to do is 
process easy claims fast during the morning and early afternoon and so 
get her "production" out of the way. Once she has reached her daily 
quota, she uses the last few hours of the day to take care of "junk" 
claims and to make phone calis. 

Quickly, she flips through her piles of claims and separates the ones 
she wili process this morning. Of course, you never realiy know just by 
looking at the claim how involved it is going to be, because there can be 
surprises when you open the customer's file on the system. But with 
sorne experience, you have a pretty good idea at first sight about how 
difficult a claim is likely to be. Usualiy, Ariel does this sorting before 
leaving so that her pile is ready for the next day, but yesterday she was 
held up by a lady who had gotten divorced and who wanted to know 
why her claims were no longer being paid. That lady was pretty upset 
because Ariel was supposed to protect the privacy of Alinsu's customer 
and thus could not disclose the reason for which her claims were being 
denied. She could only teli her that she had to talk about this with her 
ex-husband. After a long struggle, Ariel put the person on hold, just 
to take a breath. She was so angry, her body was shaking. She ended 
up transferring the cali to her supervisor because the conversation was 
deteriorating fast. 

Ariel starts on her first claim. There is an office visit, a series of tests, 
and sorne drug bilis. Nothing too complicated. She removes the staples 
and glues the drug bilis on blank sheets to keep them together. N ext she 
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goes into the database to check that the employee is on file and that the 
dates of service on the bilis fall after the employee's "effective date"
and before termination, if there is any termination date. There are a 
number of codes to look for: the branch in the client company, the 
status code of the employee to make sure that the dependents are cov
ered, and sorne other codes that, if present, would make this claim 
complicated. But everything checks out fine: she can start processing. 

First, she has to enter the social security number and the name again 
to select the file for processing. Because a claim has to be paid under 
the plan governing the period during which the charges were incurred, 
the computer displays the dates of successive plan changes. S he chooses 
the most recent plan change, since this claim is recent. On the next 
screen, she has to enter the year the claim is for and the date the claim 
was received, which was stamped in red by the clerical employee who 
opened the mail. It is easy to forget to do that because the system enters 
by default the date of the last claim processed. She ignores a number 
of caution messages and moves on to the next screen where she checks 
the address. It is important to make sure the address is correct so the 
check will reach its destination properly. You will definitely get a void 
if the address is wrong, even the ZIP code. Next, she selects the cus
tomer's son as the patient from a list of dependents. She is careful be
cause it is easy to choose the wrong dependent; she got voided for this 
last month. She makes sure the son is under the age of 19. He is not, 
but there is a recent note from Patty on his file that he is a full-time stu
dent. Patty must have investigated it. She is reliable. But Ariel is bored 
and she wants to stand up, so she looks over the partition and asks any
way: "Hey, Patty, if you put a full-time student note on a dependent 
file, does that mean you investigated it?" "You bet," says Patty. No 
need to confirm the student status. 

She now comes to the ''paylines," the screen on which she will enter 
information about the charges so that benefits can be calculated. She 
starts with the office visit. She enters first the type of service, then the 
name of the service provider, which leads her into the providers file: 
there she makes su re she checks that the provider 's address is correct 
since the insured has "assigned" the benefits to be disbursed directly to 
the doctor. Then she enters the date of service and the charges. In this 
case, she must also enter a deduction because the provider happens to 
have a special contract with Alinsu. She uses a calculation sheet to 
figure out what the deduction is, looking up the standard charge for 
this type of office visit in a ring binder, entering the amount on her cal
culator to compute a reduction of 15%, and choosing the larger amount 
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of the two. lt has occurred to her that it would be more advantageous 
for Alinsu to take the smaller one, but the procedure says to take the 
larger one. 

Oh, no! Not again. She does not want to listen once more to Annette's 
plans to go to Richland Hot Springs this weekend. What's the big deal 
with that mud bath? Is she afraid, or what? 

Since the patient went to such a "preferred" doctor, Ariel must re
member to increase the rate of reimbursement from 80% to 85%. But 
this means that she will have to split the claim in two since the other 
charges are to be reimbursed at 80% and cannot be included in this 
payment. She likes the idea ofhaving this claim generate two "batches" 
that will count toward her production: after spending all this time on 
that silly void, she can use a bit of luck. But she quickly checks in the 
providers file that the lab where the tests were performed does not 
have a similar contract. You will get in trouble for splitting claims un
necessarily. 

The rest of the claim goes fairly fast: en ter the code for the diagno
sis, for the contract type, skip the coordination section, indicate the 
assignment of benefits. Remember to include two pattern paragraphs, 
which are prestored explanations you get the system to include with the 
check: one for the special deduction and one for the deductible, which 
the system has automatically taken into account. 

Ariel types and writes impressively fast. Her eyes sean computer 
screens quickly, knowing what to look for. Check everything on this last 
screen and press enter. Then Ariel gets a new claim for the lab charges 
and for the drug bilis. She has to check that a drug she does not remem
ber having seen before is an acceptable prescription drug. Joan says that 
it's OK with any circulatory condition. The vitamins, of course, have to 
be denied. All standard stuff. She collects the papers for the two claims, 
attaches them with paper clips, places them in her outgoing bin, and 
circles two numbers on the sheet on which she keeps track of her work. 

At half past eight, the supervisor comes around to distribute pay
checks: consecrated wafers swallowed into expectant rows of purses. 
She also reminds everyone of the unit meeting to be held at 9:00, and 
asks who is going to do overtime this Saturday. Ariel will certainly be 
there, in the morning at least. She can use the money, and on Saturdays 
there are no phones; you can catch up on production. 

Presently, Ariel's phone is ringing: once, twice. She reluctantly grabs 
the handset. While she talks, however, she does not interrupt her work 
immediately, but holds the phone with her shoulder and keeps process
ing the current claim. 
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Thanks for calling Alinsu lnsurance Company. Can 1 help -
Y es, 1 would like to know what's happening with my claim. 
When did you submit it? 
1 sent it more than a month ago. 

Now Ariel realizes that she will need to access information to answer 
this person's question and that she will not be able to finish the claim 
she is currently processing before having to do so. She will have to 
"clear" out of this claim and thus lose all the information she has 
already entered. This stupid system, you have to lose all your work 
every time you are interrupted, and that's pretty often. She resigns her
self, clears out, and starts typing the access information as her inter
locutor gives it to her. The caller does not know the company's control 
number. "1 can look it up for you." 

Ariel muffies the phone and turns to Annette. "What 's the control 
number of ZollePro?" she asks. "1 don't know, 211 something." Ariel 
flips through her binder and enters the control number of the company. 
"lt 's 21131," she informs Annette. The phone conversation continues 
for a while, sometimes testing Ariel's patience. There is a backlog; what 
can she do about it? And it 's not her fault if there is no way that clerical 
can log the receipt of submitted claims into the system. Finally, the 
caller hangs up. "That guy, he just wouldn't let me go," Ariel com
plains to Annette. "1 know," Annette replies, "as if we had nothing bet
ter to do." 

At 9:00, the claims processors converge on the supervisor's desk for 
a unit meeting. They roll their chairs and sit in a semicircle around her 
desk. Postures vary, ranging from straight backs to leaning over a desk 
nearby. Most processors sit cross-legged with their notebooks on their 
laps. Ariellooks at the familiar faces of her colleagues. lt has be en only 
a little over a year, and yet so much has happened. So many conver
sations, so many events. Of course, people get petty around the office. 
They have nothing better todo. Everybody is here, and it's a matter of 
interest. You come and you work here eight hours a day. lt's your life. 
People know everything that 's going on. They do it out of boredom, 
she thinks to herself. 

There is a mixture of local chat with interjections across the semi
circle. The atmosphere is generally relaxed and the talking as well as 
the configuration convey a sense of familiar conviviality. These meet
ings are a regular occurrence in the office. They take place at least once 
a month, but usually at shorter intervals- whenever there is business to 
discuss. Harriet, the supervisor, checks that everyone is there. Esther is 
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still on the phone. "We'll wait for her." There she comes on her chair: 
after sorne shuffiing and scooting, everyone is ready. 

First Harriet reminds everyone of the visit of sorne important clients 
and asks processors to clean their desks and to make sure they do not 
fool around while the visitors are present. Then she announces that she 
has the vacation list and that she wants people to fill it out. The list is 
ordered by seniority. Harriet is at the top, and she has already filled 
her slot out. The list will go around the office in the arder in which it 
is printed, and nobody can be skipped. 

There is a problem with the toll-free 800 number that Alinsu cus
tomers can call to get information. Management has a suspicion that 
this number was given out by sorne processors to their acquaintances as 
a way of calling them free of charge. From now on, all phone calls ex
ceeding fifteen minutes will be marked. Harriet senses the tension that 
her remark has brought into the meeting and is quick to clarify that the 
marking of these phone calls does not in itself constitute an accusation. 
It is only if patterns develop that an investigation will result. Still the 
subject seems delicate, and there is sorne grumbling and a few defen
sive remarks. 

Then they discuss the idea of creating a phone unit within the unit. 
The gist is that at all times only a few processors would take all incom
ing phone calls and that people would take turns handling the phones. 
They have not yet figured out how to do that. Harriet asks for sugges
tions and requests that processors think about how they would want to 
go about implementing such an idea. Ariel, like all the processors she 
talked to, is not even quite sure that she wants a phone unit at all. She 
is rather ambivalent about phone calls. She sees them as interruptions, 
either welcome or unwelcome depending on circumstances. She cer
tainly perceives them as obstacles to production. Sometimes she spends 
as much as half her time on the phone. They disturb her peace and can 
be a real pain when customers are nasty. But they also break the rou
tine. And having to answer the phone allows her to receive prívate calls 
without drawing attention to herself. 

The next ítem on the agenda is a memo that modifies the codes that 
processors are supposed to use to indicate the types of service rendered 
by providers. Harriet goes through the memo with the processors, para
phrasing each ítem and letting them ask questions. The change is sub
stantial because these codes are used very frequently, but it is received 
rather casually by everyone: just another change, another "improve
ment" that will complicate their work only very slightly. The change 
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will take effect on Monda y, after the new version of the system has be en 
installed. On this job, if you can't take change, forget it. 

Harriet then asks the processors if they ha ve any items of business to 
bring up. The assistant supervisor complains that there have been too 
many overpayments lately. She blames it on the fact that processors do 
not check eligibility carefully enough. Nancy reminds everyone that 
they cannot keep paying for physical therapy for a long time, even with 
a new prescription from a doctor. They must have a progress report. 
And if physical therapy goes on for more than a year, it has to be refer
red to the technical unit. Finally, Beliza says, "Well, forme, it's just this 
deductible." Everyone understands what she is talking about. Certain 
plans stipulate a complicated way of determining when a family de
ductible is satisfied. An animated discussion ensues with everyone con
tributing examples and partial explanations until Beliza seems satisfied: 
"It 's easy to explain here, but it 's a pain to explain it on the phone," 
she says. Many processors nod. 

Last Sunday was the birthday of Sara, the assistant supervisor. A 
half-sheet birthday cake is placed on her desk, along with a small 
present from the unit. Even little events like this make the place more 
enjoyable, like the potluck on Valentine's Day, or the Christmas party. 
And on Halloween, it's hard to believe you are in an office, with dec
orations everywhere, competitions for the best unit and the best cos
tumes, parade, and prizes. But Ariel's favorite remains "Kringeling." 
For a week befare Christmas, people put little presents on each other's 
desks every day, and you have to guess who is putting them on your 
desk. People get so elaborate - scheming, misleading, guessing, trick
ing, faking, trading information. Then you realize how well people 
know each other. Last year, Ariel was able to eliminate all but four can
didates because she got a sophisticated note produced on the computer 
¡¡ystem, and she knew that only four people could do that. 

Now Sara blows the candle and starts cutting the cake, and the whole 
unit applauds and cheers. She and Trish distribute pieces. These cakes 
are a nice break from the daily routine, but the frosting is always much 
too thick. Ariel got a comer piece with close to a half-inch coat of 
white sugary fat on three sides. Befare Ariel can complete her eating 
duties, however, the supervisor says: "Well, it was nice seeing all your 
faces again." Ariel complies with this invitation to return to process
ing, taking her piece of cake with her. 

The meeting and the cake-cutting ceremony have lasted 45 min
utes and Joan wonders whether the cake-cutting part of the meeting 
must be considered morning break. There is sorne discreet talk about 
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the issue, but the question is never posed directly to the supervisor. 
Along with everyone, Ariel decides to assume that this did not count 
as a break and to see what happens. At a quarter past ten, she leaves 
for the lounge with Joan, where they spend most of their ten minutes 
discussing Trish's use of her sister's driver's license to get into a bar 
last Saturday and her fright when there was a check-up. Lucky she and 
her sister look alike. As they come down the spiral stair to return to 
their desks, Ariel reminisces about her own escapades. At her desk, she 
logs back into the system and starts processing. After a while she adds, 
without actually turning to Joan, "One good thing about being over 
21 is you don't have to deal with this anymore." Two easy claims, two 
circles in quick succession. Joan has been thinking about Ariel's remark 
on being over 21, and says: "But then, you know, there are so many 
other things to worry about." 

A few minutes befare eleven, Beliza comes by Ariel's desk and asks 
what she wants for lunch because she is getting ready to call the deli. 
It's a bit cheaper and there is less waiting when one orders in advance; 
and since they ha ve only a half hour for lunch, they do not ha ve much 
time to spare. Still, thinks Ariel, it's better to have a short lunch break 
and get out earlier. "A ham sandwich with everything on it." 

As she circles the code numbers of her processed claim on her "circle 
sheet," she does a little calculation on the side to figure out how close 
she is to her hourly quota. Today is going well, not like yesterday. 

Now there is no TIN (taxpayer information number) for this doctor. 
Why can't they just fill out these forms completely? Ariel has to send a 
letter requesting the information: this means clearing out of the claim 
and putting it on the paper tray where she keeps claims awaiting 
further information. Five or six years ago, she heard, they could simply 
call the doctor's office, but now it is necessary to have all this in writing. 
She pulls out a form from her drawer and fills out a request to send a 
form letter. Annette wants to know if she can assume that the date of 
emergency room treatment is the date of the accident when the patient 
did not enter the accident date. Ariel is not sure: accident dates are im
portant because of temporary supplemental benefits for accidents on 
certain plans. Joan says that she always assumes the dates are the same 
and that she's never been voided on it. 

Ariel is processing a claim for which there is a suspicion of a pre
existing condition. On the computer, she flips through the claim his
tory to get an idea of how this has been handled so far. The plan has a 
$2,000 waiver limit on expenses for pre-existing conditions, and the ex
penses related to this condition amount to only $384 so far, so she need 
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not investigare it. An investigation is started only when the related ex
penses approach the limit. It is one of those things where it is under
stood that just nobody does it. Good. lnvestigating a "pre-exist" can 
become quite involved, with numerous letters and phone calls. In this 
case, she pays the claim and enters a claim note stating how much has 
been paid out of the limit so far. In this office, sorne people are good 
about notes and sorne are not. For instance, every time you change an 
address - something Ariel has airead y done three times toda y - you are 
supposed to enter a note to that effect, with the date and the source of 
the new address, so that if another processor la ter receives an old claim 
dating befare the change, that processor will not put the old address 
back in. Because not everybody does it, it causes trouble for other pea
pie. Ariel is quite diligent about notes herself, but with notes you have 
to know whom to trust. 

Suddenly, Trish asks behind the partition: "Maureen, do you know 
what's 'incompetent cervix'? The insured put this as a justification of 
ultrasound." Maureen replies: "I'm pretty sure that it's eligible, but 
we should have this from the doctor, not just the insured." Ariel won
ders what an incompetent cervix might be. It sounds pretty bad. And 
Maureen's reply, if adequate for the present purpose, is not exactly in
structive. There is a lot of medical terminology in claims processing. 
In training, they had this course on medical terms with all the Greek 
roots, but she never learned anything from it. Now that she's been on 
the floor for a while, she knows quite a bit. When she goes to the doctor, 
she can tell. Of course, she doesn't show it, because her own under
standing is not really medical. It is just processing claims. Like this 
cervix. That's right, that is what an incompetent cervix is: it's eligible. 
She does not ask Maureen. 

It's noon. Beliza goes around to gather the lunch group. Ariellooks 
at her circle sheet to see how many claims she has processed so far. She 
counts twenty-two, not including the void she re-entered since these 
do not count as production. She is on schedule, but she might have to 
skip her afternoon break. Ariel, Beliza, Sandra, Eric, and Ruth take the 
elevator down to the deli on the ground floor. Sandra is worried about 
her quality, which has been in the eighties lately. It's supposed to be 
above 95%. 

The deli's modest furnishings are in sharp contrast with the style 
of the building. The first time Ariel left the lush decor of the lobby 
through a small door in the corner to the right of the elevator shaft, she 
remembers being surprised. She had expected a nice café with a full 
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array of delicatessen refinements. lnstead she had found herself in a 
small, poorly lit room, with a few homely, dark brown tables and chairs 
anda TV on in a comer. The counter offered a simple menu of cafeteria 
food, and the walls were covered with shelves of food items in truck
stop style. But on reflection, she likes it that way now because at least it 
is affordable. She sometimes smiles at the thought that this deli, cooped 
in a comer of a building whose style reflects the tastes of cosmopoli
tan executives and the means of her mammoth employer, is very much 
like her. 

After getting their orders, they all sit around atable. Beliza reassures 
Sandra that her quality won't affect her pay until she is put on warning. 
When Sandra expresses her surprise that this has not happened yet, 
Ariel asks her, "Do you want us to tell them to put you on warning?" 
They all laugh. "That was a pretty quick morning," Eric comments. 
Ariel agrees: "Yeah, a unit meeting always helps." They fall silent for 
a while, enjoying the time perhaps as much as the food. 

The conversation resumes. Q!.Iality is a problem with the whole unit. 
That's why the idea of a phone unit has been raised. With all these 
phone interruptions, it is easy to make careless mistakes. Eric does not 
know whether he would like to be just on phones for a whole week. And 
what would they do when there are too many calls at the same time? 
And now they are going to monitor long calls! Everyone knows that 
there are business calls that are long. Beliza reminds everyone of that 
45-minute phone call that drove her crazy. Surely "they" will recog
nize that this is unfair. 

Ruth mentions the storm that is expected for tonight. So Beliza 
starts telling a story about her adventure during that terrible flood a few 
years back. Her husband was sure that the road was safe and that the 
water was shallow, and he drove on. But suddenly the car started to sink 
and water started to ooze in from every crack. They had to get out 
through the windows and climb on the roof. Her husband had to jump 
into the water and wade through it to get sorne help. The AAA officer 
was teasing her husband with mocking skepticism until he saw the car 
and realized that he was going to have to dive into this water to hook 
the car up and get it out. Mind you, the car started before the incredu
lous eyes of all onlookers. Beliza always comes up with these amazing 
stories. But it is time to go back. 

As the group reaches the office, they see a gorgeous flower arrange
ment on Harriet 's desk. Sin ce she is out to lunch, they get the story 
from Trish that her husband had forgotten their anniversary yesterday 
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and was really sorry about it. To send all these flowers like that, he must 
have been. Ariel notices thatJoan's desk is all clean. She remembers the 
visitors and gets her desk in sorne order. In her mail hin she has found 
a response to an inquiry she had sent to technical. "This guy's gonna 
yell at me." Joan asks her who that is and she reminds her of the case. 

His wife's deductible is not transferable from one employer 
to another. 

Make sure you tell him about the thrcc-month carry ovcr. 
That will make him feel better. 

Good idea. 
This guy's a kid. 
He's twenty-three. 
He can't get too mad. 
He works in the warehouse or somcthing. 

When Harriet comes back from lunch, she hands Ariel the response 
from quality review on her void dispute. Her judgment has been ac
cepted as valid. Good! In spite of her weight concern and the morning 
cake, Ariel allows herself to take a piece of chocolate from the jar on 
Harriet's desk. lt's hard to resist when that jar is always there, tempting 
you. And Roberta, a level 8, has taken it upon herself to be the snack 
provider for the whole unit. She keeps a stock of goods, from candy 
bars to chewing gum, even Band-Aids®. She says that processors are 
kids and need to be kept happy. 

Back to work. On an ambulance claim, Ariel does not see a diagnosis. 
She goes over to Nancy, who tells her to find one that would do in the 
patient's claim history. Just anything that will do? Well, she is right, 
you've got to keep processing moving, keep the cost per claim down, 
but this is the kind of shortcut you never get in training. Without them, 
there is no way the job could be done. Ariel's face must have revealed 
her thoughts, be cause N ancy just reassures her with a friendly smirk: 
"Welcome to claims processing!" 

In training, everything looks so strict and black-and-white. But on 
the floor, everybody learns the shortcuts in order to meet production. 
For instance, in training, you are taught to start a claim by filling out 
the forms that will serve as cover sheets for microfilmed records. Yet 
much of the information on the cover sheet is never u sed and is redun
dant with the attached claim record. So experienced processors do not 
fill out the form completely; they wait until they have completed the 
entire claim. When they hit the key that indicates they are done, the 
computer system gives them a batch number. If the number ends with 
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a O, no problem, it will just get paid and archived. If the number ends 
with a Q, the claim must be sent to quality review, and so you quickly 
complete the cover sheet. Everyone learns to do that within the first 
few weeks after moving to the floor. 

You are good at claims processing when you can quickly find legit
imate ways to get the charges reimbursed to a reasonable extent. You 
have to choose procedure codes for medica! treatment that will allow 
enough coverage. You have to develop a good sense ofhow much is rea
sonable, juggling the whole thing to produce quickly a reasonable story. 
What makes a story "reasonable" can't be taught during the training 
class. Even her instructors acknowledged that trainees had to learn it 
"the right way" for now but that, once they got to the floor, they would 
learn the shortcuts. 

But the shortcuts are not always good for the company or the cus
tomer. For instance, Alinsu has a rule that, if a completed claim comes 
out as a "Q," recalling that claim to make a change will count as a void, 
that is, as an error on the processor's quality rating. Of course, if you 
could just recall your Qs, you would process everything super fast, and 
then quickly recall your ~ to check them carefully. They want you to 
pay the same attention to every claim. So what people learn todo is that 
if you notice a mistake on a Q claim after completing it and sending 
it in, it is better just to let it go, because then there is a chance that the 
quality reviewer will overlook the error. An error that is discovered out
side the interna! review process - say, through a complaint by a cus
tomer - does not count against you. 

Now this claim looks like a duplicate, but Ariel can't tell from the 
claim history on-line; she needs to check the original bill to see if the 
services covered are really the same. She goes to the microfilm reader, 
but the claim was recent and the film has not yet come back from the 
lab. So Ariel has to fill out a request for clerical to get a copy of the orig
inal bill on paper. She clears out of the claim and puts it aside. She'll 
have to start over when she gets the answer. From across the walkway, 
Beliza asks, "Transco is 'end of the month' or 'date of termination'?" 
She wants to know whether a Transco employee who leaves the job is 
still covered until the end of that month. Sorne companies do that, 
sorne don't. Annette replies, "1 think it's 'end of the month'." But Joan 
corrects her, "No, they just changed it. lt was in a memo last week." 
Ariel overhears the conversation and makes a mental note. 

The four visitors announced in the morning have arrived, and they 
come toward Ariel's unit. Kathryn, the assistant manager, and Roger, 
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from technical, are giving them a tour. There is also someone from the 
home office, who has been here before to talk with the office manager, 
but Ariel does not even know who he is. She knows so little about the 
home office. The visitors are important clients who represent a large 
case with over 20,000 "lives." The office looks pretty good. Ariel can't 
hear what the touring group is talking about, and she does not try. She 
is, for a moment, struck by the way they walk, slowly, with assurance 
and enduring smiles. She notices their sweeping gazes and their wide 
gestures as they stroll around the office, discussing, pointing, laugh
ing, nodding. There is a managerial elegance about the way they look 
at the landscape ofher working world. She thinks fleetingly oflong dis
tances, of airports and carphones, of meeting rooms and signatures, of 
statistics and charts. The visitors and their guides pass by Ariel's desk, 
otherworldly beings gliding through the aisles. Ariel stoops over her 
work, her knuckles busy with their staccato on her keyboard, her gaze 
intently scanning characters on her screen, her spirit huddled over the 
partitioned field ofher desk space. Suddenly, the gliding is interrupted. 
One of the visitors, the benefit representa ti ve, has just recognized Beli
za's nameplate. They have talked on the phone quite often, but have 
never met face to face. Beliza stands up politely. "Nice to meet you." 
They shake hands and exchange a few giggling words; they are col
leagues. Then Beliza sits down, and the group glides on. 

The afternoon drags on for Ariel. On this job, hours sometimes go 
by astonishingly fast, in busy chunks between breaks, but sometimes 
excruciatingly slow, in a trickle of restless minutes. Ariel is a bit tired 
and wants to go home. The morning moves easier, usually, but the after
noon is always a letdown. After lunch is the hardest time. But it usually 
builds up after the afternoon break, until it bursts out at 4:00 - to the 
elevator, to the parking lot, and back in your very own car. Today, Ariel 
will not take her afternoon break and will stay until ten past four. She 
looks up. Round and white, above the supervisor's desk, the flat, eye
less face of the dock presides over the da y, supervising even the super
visor. "God, why is it so slow this afternoon," Joan complains. Ariel 
nods in agreement. 

Five more easy claims before she will start processing her "junk" and 
taking care of other business until it's time for her to leave. What 1 need 
is a weekend, thinks Ariel. The weekend is always there. lt's not like 
the clock. It doesn't regulate production demands. But it gives each da y 
of the week a slightly different feel. It animates conversations with its 
escapades, past and future. Ariel decides that she will definitely work 
only half the day on Saturday. 
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"1 already made production," Ariel says triumphantly as she draws 
her thirty-seventh circle. Having reached production early is some
thing worth announcing to your neighbors. As the day wears on, the 
afternoon can become a racing stretch ora coasting respite. She thinks 
of asking Roberta for one of those little candy bars. No, she better not. 
She quickly opens her mail and makes a few phone calls, including one 
to her boyfriend. "See you tomorrow." Joan gets to leave at 3:00. 

Now Ariel turns to her pile of junk claims, but she is interrupted by 
Ruth, who comes over, "Can you take a look at my screen?" "What did 
1 do?" asks Ariel. "1 can't understand your note," explains Ruth. Ariel 
goes over to her desk, looks at the note and clarifies the information 
she had entered about an adopted child. 

Back at her desk, Ariel processes her first junk claim. It takes about 
25 minutes. When she presses the key to send the claim in, it turns out 
to be a "Q" Ariel does not know the exact system that allocates Q?. 
She believes that they are allocated on a somewhat random basis but 
that certain plans ha ve a higher percentage of them. S he does not know 
exactly to what degree the appearance of a Qis determined by the type 
of claim being processed or by the way that she is processing it, but she 
heard that her supervisor can manipulate the system to send specific 
claims to quality review. Ariel has been getting a greater number of Q!; 
than usual. As she gets this one, she complains aloud: "What? Another 
Q? That's terrible! 1 just spent 25 minutes on this claim!" No one says 
anything. She does not like to get Qs. Sara did explain to her that hav
ing a large number of claims reviewed is good, since each error then 
accounts for a smaller percentage. Still, you never like to have your 
work checked, especially after spending so much time on it. Well, back 
to sorne junk. 

lt is ten to four; Ariel will be leaving in 20 minutes. She decides to 
stop dealing with her junk and to prepare her work for tomorrow. She 
goes to Sara, the assistant supervisor, to ask her for sorne work. When 
claims arrive at Alinsu, they are opened by the clerical unit and sorted 
by plans. Large plans result in homogeneous piles and small plans are 
gathered in mixed piles. Ariel pleads for an easy pile, reminding Sara 
of the difficult work she did in the beginning of the week. Sara gives 
her apile from the City Hall. That's an easy plan. Ariel thanks her: to
morrow she will be able to make production early and then catch up on 
her junk. She returns to her desk and prepares the pile for the morn
ing. Only a few foreseeable problems. 

Five past four: it is time to leave. Ariel has processed 41 claims, 
17 of which were completely routine, 20 of which she perceived as 
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involving sorne difficulty or complication, and 4 of which were junk. 
She answered 26 phone calls, 7 ofwhich were unpleasant. She initiated 
9 calls, 5 of which required follow-up and 2 of which in volved an un
coopera ti ve interlocutor. She fills out her production report: "How 
much time can we write off for the meeting today?" "Forty-five min
utes." She quickly clears her desk, grabs her purse and her coat. "Don't 
forget that on-hand reports are due today," Annette reminds her. Oh, 
right, she had almost forgotten. She sits down and starts counting the 
numbers of unprocessed claims she has in various piles on her desk. 
They need to know how old the claims are. It's already twenty past 
four when she is done. Poor Annette, she will still be here for a while, 
struggling to make production. Why doesn't she quit? Ariel guesses 
that it's hard to accept that you can't do something. She rushes to Har
riet 's desk to sign off. 

What a crowd waiting for the elevator at this late hour! Ariel tells 
Lisa that she was right about that deductible being carried over. Lisa 
replies that it was just her guess. The conversation continues into the 
elevator. Is her brother still going out with Shirley? She had heard they 
broke up. Oh, they are still together. Good for them. The elevator 
reaches the lobby and the contained crowd gushes out. Did she know 
that Norma Wong was quitting after ten years? Really? Yes, she had 
found a new job with Casus Casualties. They had asked her how much 
she was making. She lied and they offered her even more. Not bad! In 
the lobby, sorne processors become quiet and sorne of them talk until 
they reach the door. But as they spread through the parking lot, they 
fall silent on their eager way borne. 

The freeway is already a bit slow. Toward the city, Ariellooks at the 
brownish haze of smog hanging over the hills: the sky looks like it has 
dragged the hem of its bright evening gown in the dust. The thing is, it 
only seems to be getting worse. Pollution really worries her. What 
about cancer? There was that old lady whose husband was dying of 
Iung cancer and who called her three times to ask the same question 
about hospital deductibles. What is going to happen? Ariel would even 
pay a bit more for gas if she knew it would help. But it would probably 
go into someone's pocket. As she turns on the radio and starts tapping 
the beat on her steering wheel, she thinks of the computer system she 
uses, of the new one to be installed soon that is supposed to do so m u eh 
more, of the elevator that talks to yo u. Pollution? "Well, l'm su re they 'll 
figure out something." 
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The "C, F, and J" thing 

In sorne circumstances, a person is covered by more than one health in
surance plan. For instance, children may be covered under the plans of 
both parents. Similarly, retired workers may be eligible for Medicare/ 
but may still be on the plan of their former employer. lf each plan paid 
the usual 80% of medica! expenses for a given service, a patient would 
receive benefits in excess of the actual bilis. But U.S. insurance com
panies that provide group coverage have signed a nationwide agree
ment to coordinare the benefits received under multiple coverages. 
Coordination of benefits (COB) is a fairly common task. In the most 
common case, the primary carrier covers the first 80°/o, and then the 
secondary carrier takes care of the remaining 20%. But coordination 
clauses can become rather complicated, sometimes leaving both cus
tomers and processors confused. 

Especially confusing was a new plan for retired employees covered 
by both Alinsu, through their former employer, and Medicare. This 
plan is known as coordination ofbenefit "by reduction" because Alinsu 
reduces its liability by the amount of Medicare payments. In other 
words, rather than filling the gap between Medicare payments and the 
actual bilis, as in regular coordination, Alinsu merely fills the gap be
tween Medicare's coverage and its own. So if a treatment is covered 
by Medicare at 70% and by Alinsu at 80%, Alinsu pays only 10%. 
If Medicare coverage is equal to or higher than its own, Alinsu pays 
nothing. 

What makes this situation difficult is that Alinsu compares the two 
coverages, not on a case-by-case basis, but as aggregates for the patient 
over an entire year. Because earlier claims can influence later claims, 
the calculation ofbenefits often appears random. A kind ofbill that usu
ally results in a payment can suddenly receive no payment and equally 
suddenly result in a payment again, depending on what else has hap
pened in between. Customers are usually bewildered and often infuri
ated by this appearance of randomness. 

35 
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Benefi t Reduction Worksheet 

A. Agg Prev Alinsu Benefi t $ 

B. Al Ben Current Claim + 

c. TotAl Agg Benefi t 

D. Agg Prev Medicare Benefi t 

E. Medicare Ben Current Claim + 

F. Total Medicare Agg Ben 

G. Al Total Liabili ty ( C- F) 

H. Al Prev Payments 

I. Ben Now Due (en ter O if 
negative figure results) 

J. Total Al Paymnts Released 
(H + I) $ 

**C, F, J must be noted in claimant file 
for future calculations. 

Figure 0.4. The COB worksheet. 

( C Prev. Stmnt.) 

(F Prev. Stmnt.) 

(JPrev. Stmnt.) 

To calculate these benefits, claims processors used the worksheet 
shown in Figure 0.4. The COB worksheet, as 1 will call this form here, 
was briefly introduced to claims processors in the training class. The 
instructor did not attempt a detailed explanation of the concept of co
ordination, nor did the trainees ask for one. After a brief introduction, 
the training quickly focused on the use of the worksheet. lgnoring the 
content of the labels of each line, the class performed the operations 
line by line with a few sets of fictitious numbers. The instructor showed 
the class where to find the values to be entered on the various lines of 
the worksheet and where to store the results of lines C, F, and]. After 
a few exercises, no one had any trouble getting the correct answers. 

The introduction of the training class, however, was not the real 
thing. The fictitious numbers they used did not require a commitment 
to the answers. It was "on the floor" that the reallearning was to take 
place. There, the coordination ofbenefits caused problems. Processors 
did not like the procedure. Though they were able to perform the cal
culations of the procedure correctly by simply following the instruc-
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tions on the worksheet, they were usually surprised by the results they 
obtained: 

lt works both ways to where ninety-nine percent of the time they get no bene
fit. lt's a lot ofwork for nothing. You see, 1 am so confused on this, and 1 have 
to pay these claims. 

Beca use of their inability to ascertain the reasonableness of their re
sults, the less experienced processors usually asked someone for help 
whenever they had to do such a calculation. They al! knew what to 
do, but they needed the confirmation of someone with experience. And 
yet even the person who often helped them, a very experienced and 
knowledgeable old-timer, was not su re herself why certain results were 
reasonable. Because she had seen enough of those claims go through 
quality review successfully, she had gathered enough confidence in the 
calculation as prescribed to trust that whatever numbers she arrived at 
were somehow correct. However, just why these numbers were correct 
and why they were reasonable remained obscure to her. 

lf al! claims processors had to do was calculate benefits to be paid, 
the coordination of benefits by reduction would have just become yet 
another activity whose broader meanings were outside of their pur
view. Many ofthese COB calculations, however, resulted in phone calls 
from customers who could not understand the brief message that ex
plained why their claims were denied: 

THIS ADJUSTMENT REDUCES OUR BENEFITS BY 
PAYMENT MADE BY MEDICARE IN ACCORDANCE 
WITH THE PROVISION OF THE GROUP PLAN. 

Claims processors expected those calls: "You know this is gonna get 
you a phone cal!, you just know it. It never fails." Furthermore these 
phone calls were known to be difficult: "And anger, a lot of anger. 1 
don't blame them for being angry." 

Not only were customers usually upset at receiving benefits in a 
seemingly random fashion, but the processors also felt ill-equipped to 
explain how benefits were calculated: 

1 know my car runs, but 1 could not tell you how. And that's not good enough 
when people call and want to know about their money! But it's embarrassing 
when you call and you say, "Well, 1 don't know how, but that's how much 
money you got. Sorry." 1 mean, it's embarrassing not to have the information. 

Even in the meeting that was eventually called to address the prob
lem, the presentation did not engage claims processors with the under
lying insurance concepts and with the kind of information that would 
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enable them to talk with customers. They were repeatedly told to ex
plain to callers that benefits were calculated as aggregates in order to 
ensure "fairness." Now, it is a true and relevant piece of information 
that sorne of the confusion is due to the aggregate character of the cal
culation. The meeting, however, focused on the definition of the term 
aggregate as a term. Through it all, the notion of aggregate remained an 
abstract one and fairness but a vague ideal. These terms and the daily 
activity of using the worksheet remained disjoint. There was no discus
sion of what aggregates did in this case, of what kind of "faírness" they 
created, or of how precisely the procedure of the worksheet imple
mented the principie. Neither was there any discussion ofwhat the cus
tomers' issues were, of the types of questions they asked, or of the 
kinds of explanation they expected. Claims processors 1 spoke to did 
not find that the meeting had helped them very much. 

ETIENNE So what do you understand about it? 
SHEILA 1 understand it. 1 just don't know how to explain it to a caller. 1 know 

how todo it on the computer, everything just fine. And 1 can do, you 
know, when it's not "C, F, and J," 1 can explain that just fine. But 
when it comes to "C, F, and J ," it 's like yo u said in the meeting, yo u 
can't tell them "1 subtracted this line from this line," you can't do 
that. And 1 don't know what to tell [them], that's the only thing. 

ETIENNE So you really don't understand the meaning of what Alinsu is trying 
to do there? 

SHEILA Not really. 
ETIENNE ~ot really? And the meeting that [the unit] had [with an instructor] 

did not help? 
SHEILA No, because she did not tell us why we were doing it, she just told us 

"this is how you do it." And 1 don't really think she told us why. 
MAUREEN She never went into it, just that it was an aggregate thing for the whole 

year. So 1 guess that's all you need to know: there is an aggregate. 

The jargon of the office had come to reflect the processors' own 
"line-by-line" relation to the coordination of benefits by reduction. 
Instead of referring to it by its official name, they just called it "the C, 
F, and J thing." 
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Understanding 

As a nickname for the COB worksheet, the claims processors' expres
sion "the C, F, and J thing" is quite telling. It names the activity not by 
reference to the insurance concepts it implements but by reference to 
lines in the worksheet. Indeed, the location of the data and the calcu
lation are prescribed in terms of lines within the worksheet itself, to 
the point where knowing what to do next does not require any interpre
tation of the worksheet 's underlying purpose. If one assumes that the 
worksheet has been designed correctly, then one need not take any re
sponsibility for the outcome of the calculation and its implementation 
of actual contractual relations. The worksheet was specifically designed 
with this assumption in mind. lnstead of giving claims processors the 
capacity to figure out how to do the calculation, the designers of the 
worksheet decided to prescribe exactly how to do it, step by step. The 
form removed from the execution of the procedure the need to assume 
responsibility for its meaning. 

This kind of form is very common, not only in claims processing 
but in all kinds of activities. Many people who fill out U. S. tax returns, 
for instance, would be hard-pressed to explain the exact meanings of 
sorne ofthe calculations involved in the various forms, tables, and work
sheets, as intended by those who designed them. Still, the line-by-line 
instructions are clear enough that taxpayers can comply, whether or 
not they would themselves be able to come up with the calculation pro
cess or the information requested. Compliance does not require under
standing. 

Yet, the question of whether Ariel and her colleagues understood the 
COB worksheet does not have a single answer. For each way in which 
the worksheet can be argued to be transparent, one can find a way in 
which it can be argued to be opaque. 

• In procedural terms, claims processors all agreed that the worksheet 
was, as they called it, "self-explanatory." To them, what to do was 
clear enough. The worksheet was transparent. 
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• In other ways, however, the worksheet provided claims processors 
with little sense of what Alinsu was trying to do with this procedure. 
The very technique by which computational steps were made trans
parent also rendered invisible the reasons that the calculation was 
the way it was: institutional systems and legal contracts, insurance 
concepts and economic issues, definitions of fairness and employ
ment relations. With respect to these issues, the worksheet was not 
transparent at all. 1 

• Explanations provided to claims processors were neither sufficient 
nor clear enough to give them sorne grasp on these issues. In fact, be
yond a unit meeting and the showing of a video that promoted cour
tesy in customer relations, there was no major action undertaken to 
make information more readily available. In the end, the whole COB 
incident was never resolved. lt merely dissolved into the broader ex
perience of marginalization that characterized the processors' rela
tions to the business of the company. They would ha ve preferred to 
know what the procedure was about, but the benefit of going out of 
their way to do so was not evident. The phone calls were uncom
fortable and embarrassing moments, but they were not too frequent. 
Instead of spending their energy worrying about the issue, claims 
processors put their effort into creating a work atmosphere in which 
that bit of ignorance would not be a liability. In this silent achieve
ment of a local definition of competence, 1 would say that claims pro
cessors understood the worksheet, its introduction in the training 
class, and its use in the office rather well. They understood what it 
was telling them about their position within the corporation and the 
expectations invested in their relations to their work. In this sense, 
the worksheet was rather transparent, after all. 

As an occupation, medica! claims processing at Alinsu is very much 
focused on procedures, on how to follow them, and on how to use such 
artifacts as forms, worksheets, computer screens, and manuals. This 
focus starts during training and continues as trainees join their units. 
What claims processors learn cannot easily be categorized into discrete 
skills and pieces of information that are useful or harmful, functional 
or dysfunctional. Learning their jobs, they also learn how much they 
are to make sense of what they do or encounter. They learn how not to 
learn and how to live with the ignorance they deem appropriate. They 
learn to keep their shoulders bent and their fingers busy, to follow the 
rules and to ignore the rules. They learn how to engage and disengage, 
accept and resist, as well as how to keep a sense of themselves in spite 
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of the status of their occupation. They learn to weave together their 
work and their private lives. They learn how to find little joys and how 
to deal with being depressed. What they learn and don't learn makes 
sense only as part of an identity, which is as big as the world and as 
small as their computer screens, and which subsumes the skills they 
acquire and gives them meaning. They become claims processors. 

Words like "understanding" require sorne caution because they can 
easily reflect an implicit assumption that there is sorne universal stan
dard of the knowable. In the abstract, anything can be known, and the 
rest is ignorance. But in a complex world in which we must find a liv
able identity, ignorance is never simply ignorance, and knowing is not 
just a matter of information. In practice, understanding is always strad
dling the known and the unknown in a subtle dance of the self. lt is 
a delicate balance. Whoever we are, understanding in practice is the art 
of choosing what to know and what to ignore in order to proceed with 
our lives. 



Part 1 

Practice 
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The concept of practice 

Being alive as human beings means that we are constantly engaged in 
the pursuit of enterprises of all kinds, from ensuring our physical survi
val to seeking the most lofty pleasures. As we define these enterprises 
and engage in their pursuit together, we interact with each other and 
with the world and we tune our relations with each other and with the 
world accordingly. In other words, we learn. 

Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both 
the pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These 
practices are thus the property of a kind of community created over 
time by the sustained pursuit of a shared enterprise. It makes sense, 
therefore, to call these kinds of communities communities of practice. 

Clairns processors: a cornrnunity of practice 

Ariel and her colleagues do not come to Alinsu to forro a com
munity of practice; they come to earn a living. Gathered in Alinsu's 
office by their need for work, they want to fulfill their individual produc
tion quota. They want to make money in order to go on with their own 
lives, which they see taking place mostly outside of the office. They do 
focus on their work, but they keep glancing at the dock, waiting for the 
moment they are free to leave. For most of the time they spend at 
Alinsu, most of them would rather be somewhere else doing something 
else. Everyone knows this, employees and employer alike. 

Yet the very longing to go home that pulls claims processors apart is 
also something they share, something that brings them together; it is 
something they take for granted and implicitly assume behind each 
other's remarks, something they discuss and joke about. It is something 
they deal with together. Working with others who share the same con
ditions is thus a central factor in defining the enterprise they engage 
in. With each other and against each other, with their employer and 
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against their employer, they collectively orchestrate their working lives 
and their interpersonal relations in order to cope with their job. Col
luding and colliding, conspiring and conforming, it is collectively that 
they make claims processing what it is in practice. 

Because the job can, in the abstract, be described in individual terms, 
it is easy to overlook the degree to which it is the community of practice 
that sustains the processors' ability todo their work. When I was talk
ing with many senior managers to get permission to do my study, they 
expressed sorne surprise that I would want to study social learning in 
what they called a "paper assembly line." They took an individual, 
asocial, linear view of the job, which was reflected in policies and met
rics, in training programs, and also in the computer system - with its 
fixed sequences of screens, designed for one person to process one 
claim at a time, from beginning to end. 

These policies, metrics, training programs, and system designs were 
often at odds with the reality of their work. Indeed, as Vignette I shows, 
close examination yielded a completely different picture. I found that 
it is the collective construction of a local practice that, among other 
things, makes it possible to meet the demands of the institution. As a 
community of practice, claims processors make the job possible by in
venting and maintaining ways of squaring institutional demands with 
the shifting reality of actual situations. Their practice: 

1) provides resolutions to institutionally generated conflicts such 
as contradictions between measures and work - for instance, 
processing claims versus time on the phone 

2) supports a communal memory that allows individuals to do 
their work without needing to know everything 

3) helps newcomers join the community by participatíng in its 
practice 

4) genera tes specific perspectives and terms to enable accomplish
ing what needs to be done 

S) makes the job habitable by creating an atmosphere in which the 
monotonous and meaningless aspects of the job are woven into 
the rituals, customs, stories, events, dramas, and rhythms of 
community life. 

Although claims processors may appear to work individually, and 
though their jobs are primarily defined and organized individually, pro
cessors become important to each other. When I asked them what they 
thought they would remember about this job later in life, the response 
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was almost always: "The people." They are quite aware of their inter
dependence in making the job possible and the atmosphere pleasant. 
They act as resources to each other, exchanging information, making 
sense of situations, sharing new tricks and new ideas, as well as keeping 
each other company and spicing up each other's working days. 

Social practice 

A practice is what these claims processors have developed in 
order to be able todo their job and ha ve a satisfying experience at work. 
It is in this sense that they constitute a community of practice. The con
cept of practice connotes doing, but not just doing in and of itself. It is 
doing in a historical and social context that gives structure and meaning 
to what we do. In this sense, practice is always social practice. 

Such a concept of practice includes both the explicit and the tacit. It 
includes what is said and what is left unsaid; what is represented and 
what is assumed. lt includes the language, tools, documents, images, 
symbols, well-defined roles, specified criteria, codified procedures, reg
ulations, and contracts that various practices make explicit for a vari
ety of purposes. But it also includes all the implicit relations, tacit con
ventions, subtle cues, untold rules of thumb, recognizable intuitions, 
specific perceptions, well-tuned sensitivities, embodied understand
ings, underlying assumptions, and shared world views. Most of these 
may never be articulated, yet they are unmistakable signs of member
ship in communities of practice and are crucial to the success of their 
enterprises. 

Of course, the tacit is what we take for granted and so tends to fade 
into the background. lf it is not forgotten, it tends to be relegated to 
the individual subconscious, to what we all know instinctively, to what 
comes naturally. But the tacit is no more individual and natural than 
what we make explicit to each other. Common sense is only common
sensical because it is sense held in common. Communities of practice 
are the prime context in which we can work out common sense through 
mutual engagement. Therefore, the concept of practice highlights the 
social and negotiated character of both the explicit and the tacit in 
our lives. 1 

More generally, m y usage of the concept of practice does not fall on 
one side of traditional dichotomies that divide acting from knowing, 
manual from mental, concrete from abstract. The process of engaging 
in practice always involves the whole person, both acting and knowing 
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at once. In practice, so-called manual activity is not thoughtless, and 
mental activity is not disembodied. And neither is the concrete solidly 
self-evident, nor the abstract transcendentally general; rather, both 
gain their meanings within the perspectives of specific practices and 
can thus obtain a multiplicity of interpretations. 

The term practice is sometimes used as an antonym for theory, ideas, 
ideals, or talk. However, my use of the term does not reflect a dichot
omy between the practica! and the theoretical, ideals and reality, or talk
ing and doing. Communities of practice include all of these, even if 
there are sometimes discrepancies between what we say and what we 
do, what we aspire to and what we settle for, what we know and what 
we can manifest. We all ha ve our own theories and ways of understand
ing the world, and our communities of practice are places where we de
velop, negotiate, and share them. 

Even when theory is a goal in itself, it is not detached but instead is 
produced in the context of specific practices. Sorne communities spe
cialize in the production of theories, but that too is a practice. The dis
tinction between theoretical and practica! then refers to distinctions 
between enterprises rather than fundamental distinctions in qualities 
of human experience and knowledge. 

The relation between practice and theory is always a complex, ínter
active one. From this perspective, theory is neither useless nor ideal. 
Practice is not immune to the influence of theory, but neither is it a 
mere realization of theory or an incomplete approximation of it. In par
ticular, practice is not inherently unreflective.2 Of course, a given com
munity of practice may be, at various times, more or less reflective on 
the nature of its own practice. This is a very important characteristic 
with respect to the kind of learning that a community engages in. But 
it is a different issue than the existence of a dichotomy between theory 
and practice. Ethnographic accounts have provided little evidence to 
suggest that theoreticians are more likely than others to be reflective 
on the nature of their own practice. In fact, the formal character of 
their finished products may well hide the practica! complexities and 
everyday processes from which they arise. Certainly, claims processors 
spend a lot of time in informal reflections, frequently talking about 
their own practices whíle at lunch and on breaks. They do not view 
themselves as theoreticians, but they always seemed to enjoy immensely 
answeríng my questíons about their work and taking these conversa
tions as opportunities to explore opinions and engage in a process of 
reflection. 
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Even when it produces theory, practice is practice. Things have to be 
done, relationships worked out, processes invented, situations inter
preted, artifacts produced, conflicts resolved. We may have different 
enterprises, which give our practices different characters. Neverthe
less, pursuing them always involves the same kind of embodied, deli
cate, active, social, negotiated, complex process of participation. 

Structure of Part 1 

Part 1 is a discussion of the concept of practice and of the kind 
of social communities that practice defines. Each chapter addresses one 
basic aspect of practice. Note that, for presentation purposes, 1 start by 
talking about communities of practice in isolation, characterizing them 
in terms of their interna! dynamics. 1 then talk about relations among 
communities of practice in the last two chapters. 

• Practice as meaning. Chapter 1 sets the stage conceptually by arguing 
that the social production of meaning is the relevant level of analysis 
for talking about practice. In making that argument, 1 will introduce 
three basic concepts - negotiation of meaning, participation, and re
ification- that will serve as a foundation, not only for Part 1, but for 
the whole book. 

• Practice as communi~y. Chapter 2 defines the concept of community 
of practice by talking about practice as the source of coherence of a 
community. 1 will introduce three dimensions of this relationship 
between practice and community: mutual engagement, a joint enter
prise, and a shared repertoire of ways of doing things. 

• Pracúce as learning. Chapter 3 addresses the development of com
munities of practice over time. Building on the themes of Chapter 1, 
1 will discuss the factors of continuity and discontinuity that consti
tute a community of practice over time. Building on the themes of 
Chapter 2, 1 will argue that practice must be understood as a learn
ing process and that a community of practice is therefore an emer
gent structure, neither inherently stable nor randomly changeable. 1 
will end by talking about the learning by which newcomers can join 
the community and thus further its practice. 

• Practice as boundary. Chapter 4 discusses the boundaries that prac
tice creates. Building again first on the themes of Chapters 1 and 
2, 1 will describe the types of connections that create bridges across 
boundaries and link communities of practice with the rest of the 
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world. I will end by arguing that boundaries of practice are not sim
ple lines of demarcation between inside and outside, but forma com
plex social landscape of boundaries and peripheries. 

• Practice as locality. Chapter 5 addresses the scope and limits of the 
concept of community of practice. I will discuss when to view a social 
configuration as one community or as a constellation of communities 
of practice. I will thus start talking about other levels of social struc
ture, but still in terms of practice. 1 willleave the discussion of other 
types of structuring processes for Part 11. 

• Knowing in practice. Coda 1 ends this discussion of practice with a 
brief essay on knowing in practice. Echoing the argument of Part 1, 
I will summarize the themes introduced in each chapter by using 
them to ponder what it means to know in practice. This will result in 
a definition oflearning asan interplay of experience and competen ce. 

Because Coda I gives an overview of Part 1, it offers a logical start-
íng point if you like to begín with an overview and are comfortable 
with terms that are not yet well-defined. You would first see- in a syn
optic fashion and in a specific context - how the whole argument fits 
together, and then be able to obtain details by referring to individ
ual chapters. 



Chapter 1 

Meaning 

Our attempts to understand human life open a vast space of relevant 
questions - from the origin of the universe to the workings of the brain, 
from the details of every thought to the purpose of life. In this vast 
space of questions, the concept of practice is useful for addressing a 
specific slice: a focus on the experience of meaningfulness. Practice is, 
first and foremost, a process by which we can experience the world and 
our engagement with it as meaningful. 

Of course, in order to engage in practice, we must be alive in a world 
in which we can act and interact. We must have a body with a brain that 
is functioning well enough to participate in social communities. We 
must have ways to communicate with one another. But a focus on prac
tice is not merely a functional perspective on human activities, even 
activities involving multiple individuals. lt does not address simply the 
mechanics of getting something done, individually or in groups; it is 
nota mechanical perspective. lt includes not just bodies (or even coor
dinated bodies) and not just brains (even coordinated ones), but more
over that which gives meaning to the motions of bodies and the work
ings of brains.1 

Let me illustrate this point by analogy to a work of art. There are all 
sorts of mechanics involved in producing a painting: a can vas, brushes, 
color pigments, and sophisticated techniques. The image itself is but a 
thin veneer. Yet in the end, for the painter and for the viewer, it is the 
painting as an experience of meaning that counts. Similar! y, in the pur
suit of our enterprises, we engage in all sorts of activities with complex 
bodies that are the result of millennia of evolution. Still, in the end, it 
is the meanings we produce that matter. 

This focus on meaningfulness is therefore not primarily on the tech
nicalities of "meaning." lt is not on meaning as it sits locked up in 
dictionaries. It is not just on meaning as a relation between a sign and 
a reference. But neither is it on meaning as a grand question - on the 
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meaning of life as a philosophical issue. Pracúce is about meaning as an 
experience of everyday lije. 

lf the kind of meaning 1 am interested in is an experience, and if it 
is not the kind we can find in dictionary definitions or in philosophical 
discussions, then 1 need to address the questions of where it is located 
and how it is constituted. In this chapter, 1 will first argue that: 

1) meaning is located in a process 1 will call the negotiation of 

meanrng 
2) the negotiation of meaning involves the interaction of two con

stituent processes, which 1 will call parúcipation and reification 
3) participation and reification form a duality that is fundamental 

to the human experience of meaning and thus to the nature of 
practice. 

These concepts are essential to my argument, and 1 will start by ex
plaining in sorne detail what 1 mean by them and just why they are 
importan t. 

N egotiation of meaning 

The experience of meaning is not produced out of thin air, but 
neither is it simply a mechanical realization of a routine ora procedure. 
For Ariel, no two claims are the same, even though she has learned to 
coerce these claims into manageable categories. Indeed, medica! claims 
processing is largely a classificatory activity. Its purpose is to impose 
standards of sameness and difference in the midst of a flow of change so 
that claims can be recognized as belonging to categories amenable to 
well-understood treatment. But for Ariel, this routinization must con
stantly be achieved anew, claim after claim. 

Our engagement in practice may have patterns, but it is the produc
tion of such patterns anew that gives rise to an experience of meaning. 
When we sit down for lunch for the thousandth time with the same col
leagues in the same cafetería, we have seen it all befare. We know all the 
steps. We may even know today's menu by heart; we may love it or we 
may dread it. And yet we eat again, we taste again. We may know our 
colleagues very well, and yet we repeatedly engage in conversations. 
All that we do and say may refer to what has been done and said in the 
past, and yet we produce again a new situation, an impression, an expe
rience: we produce meanings that extend, redirect, dismiss, reinter
pret, modify or confirm - in a word, negotiate anew - the histories of 
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meanings of which they are part. In this sense, living is a constant pro
cess of negotiation ofmeaning. 

1 will use the concept of negotiation of meaning very generally to 
characterize the process by which we experience the world and our en
gagement in it as meaningfu].2 Whether we are talking, acting, think
ing, solving problems, or daydreaming, we are concerned with mean
ings. 1 have argued that even routine activities like claims processing 
or eating in a cafeteria involve the negotiation of meaning, but it is all 
the more true when we are involved in activities that we care about or 
that present us with challenges: when we look in wonder at a beautiful 
landscape, when we clase a delicate deal, when we go on a special date, 
when we salve a difficult mystery, when we listen to a moving piece of 
music, when we read a good book, or when we mourn a dear friend. In 
such cases, the intensity of the process is obvious, but the same process 
is at work even if what we end up negotiating turns out to be an expe
rience of meaninglessness. Human engagement in the world is first and 
foremost a process of negotiating meaning.3 

The negotiation of meaning may involve language, but it is not lim
ited to it. lt includes our social relations as factors in the negotiation, 
but it does not necessarily involve a conversation or even direct inter
action with other human beings. The concept of negotiation often de
notes reaching an agreement between people, as in "negotiating a 
price," but it is not limited to that usage. It is also used to suggest an 
accomplishment that requires sustained attention and readjustment, as 
in "negotiating a sharp curve." 1 want to capture both aspects at once, 
in arder to suggest that living meaningfully implies: 

1) an active process of producing meaning that is both dynamic 
and historical 

2) a world of both resistance and malleability 
3) the mutual ability to affect and to be affected 
4) the engagement of a multiplicity of factors and perspectives 
5) the production of a new resolution to the convergence of these 

factors and perspectives 
6) the incompleteness of this resolution, which can be partial, ten

tative, ephemeral, and specific to a situation. 

1 intend the term negotiation to convey a flavor of continuous inter
action, of gradual achievement, and of give-and-take. By living in the 
world we do not just make meanings up independently of the world, 
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but neither does the world simply impuse meanings on us. The negotia
tion of meaning is a productive process, but negotiating meaning is not 
constructing it from scratch. Meaning is not pre-existing, but neither is 
it simply made up. Negotiated meaning is at once both historical and 
dynamic, contextua! and unique. 

The negotiation of meaning is a process that is shaped by multiple 
elements and that affects these elements. As a result, this negotiation 
constantly changes the situations to which it gives meaning and affects 
all participants. In this process, negotiating meaning entails both in
terpretation and action. In fact, this perspective does not imply a 
fundamental distinction between interpreting and acting, doing and 
thinking, or understanding and responding. All are part of the ongoing 
process of negotiating meaning. This process always generates new cir
cumstances for further negotiation and further meanings. It constantly 
produces new relations with and in the world. The meaningfulness 
of our engagement in the world is not a state of affairs, but a continua! 
process of renewed negotiation.4 

From this perspective, meaning is always the product of its negotia
tion, by which 1 mean that it exists in this process of negotiation. Mean
ing exists neither in us, nor in the world, but in the dynamic relation of 
living in the world. 

The dynamics of negotiated meaning 

The processing of a given claim form by a processor like Ariel 
is an example of the negotiation of meaning. lt takes place in a con
text that combines a vast arra y of factors, including the organization of 
the insurance industry, the official and unofficial training the processor 
underwent, the way the particular claim looks, past experiences with 
similar claims, the way the day is going, who else is around, what else 
is happening, and so on. The contexts that contribute to shaping the 
experience of a claim reach far and wide in time and space. 

When Ariel grabs a new claim, she may not know exactly what to 
do, but she is in familiar territory. E ven if there is a problem, she may 
be annoyed but she is not surprised; it will be resolved eventually. In 
fact, she can hardly recall the tentativeness of that first day, the unset
tling mysteriousness of those training weeks, the reaching out during 
her first months on the floor, when just about every claim she was pro
cessing presented one problem or another. lt had seemed so big then -
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claims processing, Alinsu, the medica! establishment. But now it is 
familiar. It is her job, and she is reasonably good at it. 

The claim too comes with a history. It started out as a blank form 
designed by technical specialists at Alinsu. lt was approved by various 
professional associations before it was printed. lt was sent to a client 
company where a benefit representative distributed it to an employee. 
It was partially filled out by that employee and submitted to medica! 
professionals who completed it. Then it was sent back to Alinsu, where 
it was first sorted by clerical personnel to be routed in a bundle to 
Ariel's processing unit. And now it is on her desk, to be coerced some
how into the confines of the processible. 

Processing claims requires a very specific way of looking at a claim 
form. The ability to interpret a claim form reflects the relations that 
both the claim and Ariel have to particular practices. Ariel contributes 
to the negotiation of meaning by being a member of a community and 
bringing to bear her history of participation in its practice. Similarly, 
the claim contributes to this process by reflecting aspects of practice 
that ha ve been congealed in it and fixed in its shape. I would say that the 
processor as a member of a community of practice embodies a long and 
diverse process of what I will call participation. Similarly, the claim as 
an artifact of certain practices embodies a long and diverse process of 
what I will call reification. lt is in the convergence of these two pro
cesses in the act of processing the claim that the negotiation of meaning 
takes place. 

As a pair, participation and reification refer to a duality fundamental 
to the negotiation of meaning. In order to clarify why this is so, I will 
first discuss each term separately before turning to the duality that their 
complementarity forms. 

Participation 

M y use of the term participation falls within common usage. lt 
is therefore helpful to start with Webster's definition: "To have or take 
a part or share with others (in sorne activity, enterprise, etc.)." Partici
pation refers to a process of taking part and also to the relations with 
others that reflect this process. lt suggests both action and connection. 

In this book, I will use the term participation to describe the social 
experience of living in the world in terms of membership in social com
munities and active involvement in social enterprises. Participation 
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in this sense is both personal and social. It is a complex process that 
combines doing, talking, thinking, feeling, and belonging. It involves 
our whole person, including our bodies, minds, emotions, and social 
relations. 

Participation is an active process, but 1 will reserve the term for 
actors who are members of social communities. For instance, 1 will not 
say that a computer "participates" in a community of practice, even 
though it may be part of that practice and play an active role in getting 
certain things done.5 Neither will 1 say that a fish in its bowl in the living 
room participates in a family. But 1 would be open to considering that 
a family dog, for instance, participates in sorne peripheral but real way 
in that family. In this regard, what I take to characterize participation is 
the possibility of mutual recognition. When we shave a piece of wood 
or mold a piece of clay, we do not construe our shaping these objects as 
contributing to their experience of meaning. But when we engage in a 
conversation, we somehow recognize in each other something of our
selves, which we address. What we recognize has to do with our mutual 
ability to negotiate meaning. This mutuality does not, however, entail 
equality or respect. The relations between parents and children or be
tween workers and their direct supervisor are mutual in the sense that 
participants shape each other's experiences of meaning. In doing so, 
they can recognize something of themselves in each other. But these 
are not relations of equality. In practice, even the meanings of inequal
ity are negotiated in the context of this process of mutual recognition. 

In this experience of mutuality, participation is a source of identity. 
By recognizing the mutuality of our participation, we become part of 
each other. In fact, the concept of identity is so central that 1 will post
pone more detailed discussion until Part 11, where it will be the main 
topic. Here 1 will just say that a defining characteristic of participation 
is the possibility of developing an "identity of participation," that is, an 
identity constituted through relations of participation. 

Before 1 proceed, it is worth clarifying a few more points about my 
use of the term participation. 

• First, participation as 1 will use the term is not tantamount to collab
oration. It can involve all kinds of relations, conflictual as well as har
monious, intimate as well as political, competitive as well as cooper
ative. 

• Second, participation in social communities shapes our experience, 
and it also shapes those communities; the transformative potential 
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goes both ways. Indeed, our ability (or inability) to shape the practice 
of our communities is an important aspect of our experience of 
participation. 

• Finally, as a constituent of meaning, participation is broader than 
mere engagement in practice. Claims processors are not claims pro
cessors just while they work in the office. Of course, that time of in
tense engagement with their work and with one another is especially 
significant. But they do not cease to be claims processors at five 
o'clock. Their participation is not something they simply turn off 
when they leave. lts effects on their experience are not restricted to 
the specific context of their engagement. lt is a part of who they are 
that they always carry with them and that will surface if, for instance, 
they themselves happen to go to the doctor, fill out an insurance form, 
or call a customer service center. In this sense, participation goes 
beyond direct engagement in specific activities with specific people. 
lt places the negotiation of meaning in the context of our forms of 
membership in various communities. lt is a constituent of our iden
tities. As such, participation is not something we turn on and off. 

From this perspective, our engagement with the world is social, even 
when it does not clearly involve interactions with others. Being in a 
hotel room by yourself preparing a set of slides for a presentation the 
next morning may not seem like a particularly social event, yet its mean
ing is fundamentally social. Not only is the audience there with you as 
you attempt to make your points understandable to them, but your col
leagues are there too, looking over your shoulder, as it were, represent
ing for you your sense of accountability to the professional standards of 
your community. A child doing homework, a doctor making a decision, 
a traveler reading a book - all these activities implicitly involve other 
people who may not be present. The meanings of what we do are al
ways social. By "social" 1 do not refer just to family dinners, company 
picnics, school dances, and church socials. E ven drastic isolation- as in 
solitary confinement, monastic seclusion, or writing - is given meaning 
through social participation. The concept of partícipation is meant to 
capture this profoundly social character of our experience of life. 

Reification 

The term reification is less common than participation. But 1 
hope to show that, in conjunction with participation, reification is a 
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very useful concept to describe our engagement with the world as pro
ductive of meaning. Again, it will help to start with Webster 's definition 
of reification: "To treat (an abstraction) as substantially existing, or as 
a concrete material object." 6 

Etymologically, the term reification means "making into a thing." Its 
usage in English has a significant twist, however: it is used to convey the 
idea that what is turned into a concrete, material object is not properly 
a concrete, material object. For instance, we make representations of 
"justice" as a blindfolded maid holding a scale, or use expressions such 
as "the hand of fate." 

In everyday discourse, abstractions like "democracy" or "the econ
omy" are often talked about as though they were active agents. When 
a newscast reports that "democracy took a blow during a military coup," 
or that "the economy reacted slowly to the government's action," the 
process of reification provides a shortcut to communication. 

This succinctness derives from a slight illusion of excessive reality, 
but it is useful beca use it focuses the negotiation of meaning. This is the 
subtle idea 1 want to capture by using the term reification. We project 
our meanings into the world and then we perceive them as existing in 
the world, as having a reality of their own. For example, m y own use of 
the term reification in the context of this book is itself a case in point. 
The term is a projection of what 1 mean. It is an abstraction. It does not 
do the work by itself. But after a while, as 1 use it to think with, it starts 
talking to me as though it were alive. Whereas in participation we rec
ognize ourselves in each other, in reification we project ourselves onto 
the world, and not having to recognize ourselves in those projections, 
we attribute to our meanings an independent existence. This contrast 
between mutuality and projection is an important difference between 
participation and reification. 

The concept of re~fication 

I will use the concept of reification very generally to refer to 
the process of giving forro to our experience by producing objects that 
congeal this experience into "thingness." In so doing we create points 
of focus around which the negotiation of meaning becomes organized. 
Again m y use of the term reification is its own example. 1 am introduc
ing it into the discourse because 1 want to creare a new distinction to 
serve as a point of focus around which to organize my discussion. Writ
ing down a law, creating a procedure, or producing a too! is a similar 
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process. A certain understanding is given form. This form then be
comes a focus for the negotiation of meaning, as people use the law to 
argue a point, use the procedure to know what to do, or use the too! to 
perform an action. 

1 would claim that the process of reification so construed is central 
to every practice. Any community of practice produces abstractions, 
tools, symbols, stories, terms, and concepts that reify something of that 
practice in a congealed form. Clearly, 1 want to use the concept of rei
fication in a much broader sense than its dictionary definition. But 1 
want to preserve the connotations of excessive concreteness and pro
jected reality that are suggested by the dictionary definition. Indeed, no 
abstraction, too!, or symbol actually captures in its form the practices in 
the context of which it con tributes toan experience of meaning. A med
ica! claim, for instance, reifies in its form a complex web of conven
tions, agreements, expectations, commitments, and obligations, includ
ing (on the part of medica! professionals) the right to bill for certain 
services and the obligation to do so in a standardized way and ( on the 
part of the insurance company) the right to decide if the claim is legiti
mate and duly filled out, together with the obligation to honor the claim 
if it is.7 

With the term reification 1 mean to cover a wide range of processes 
that include making, designing, representing, naming, encoding, and 
describing, as well as perceiving, interpreting, using, reusing, decod
ing, and recasting. Reification occupies much of our collective energy: 
from entries in a journal to historical records, from poems to encyclo
pedias, from names to classification systems, from dolmens to space 
probes, from the Constitution to a signature on a credit card slip, from 
gourmet recipes to medica! procedures, from flashy advertisements to 
census data, from single concepts to entire theories, from the evening 
news to national archives, from lesson plans to the compilation of text
books, from private address lists to sophisticated credit reporting data
bases, from tortuous political speeches to the yellow pages. In all these 
cases, aspects of human experience and practice are congealed into 
fixed forms and given the status of object. 

Reification shapes our experience. It can do so in very concrete ways. 
Having a too! to perform an activity changes the nature of that activity. 
A word processor, for instance, reifies a view of the activity of writing, 
but also changes how one goes about writing. The effects of reification 
can also be less obvious. Reifying the concept of gravity may not change 
its effect on our bodies, but it does change our experience of the world 
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by focusing our attention in a particular way and enabling new kinds of 
understanding. Similarly, reifying the concept ofbody weight as a mea
sure of self-worth does not make us heavier but can weigh heavily on 
our sense of self. The reification of claims processing through the type 
of forms and procedures described in Vignette 11 can detach work activ
ities from other personal experiences to the point where the generally 
reificative nature of the work gives the job of claims processing a partic
ular character. Even the regularly scheduled breaks reify what is work 
and what is not. 

Again, 1 should clarify a few points about my use of the concept of 
reification before proceeding. 

• Reification can refer both to a process and its product, and 1 will use 
the term in both senses. This liberty is not just a lack of rigor, but 
part of the point. If meaning exists only in its negotiation then, at the 
level of meaning, the process and the product are not distinct. Reifi
cation is not just objectification; it does not end in an object. lt does 
not simply translate meaning into an object. On the contrary, my use 
of the concept is meant to suggest that su eh translation is never pos
sible, and that the process and the product always imply each other. 

• Claims processors are not the designers of the rules and forms they 
use, yet they must absorb them into their practice. In an institutional 
environment such as a claims processing site, a very large portion of 
the reification involved in work practices comes from outside the 
communities of workers. Even so, however, reification must be re
appropriated into a local process in order to become meaningful.8 

• The process of reification does not necessarily origina te in design. A 
detective may spend much time studying fingerprints on a doorknob; 
an archaeologist is fascinated by traces of ancient life in a cave. Most 
human activities produce marks in the physical world. These marks 
are vestiges. They freeze fleeting moments of engagement in prac
tice into monuments, which persist and disappear in their own time. 
Whether intentionally produced or not, they can then be reinte
grated as reification into new moments of negotiation of meaning. 

• Reification can take a great variety of forms: a fleeting smoke signal 
or an age-old pyramid, an abstraer formula or a concrete truck, a 
small logo or a huge information-processing system, a simple word 
jotted on a page or a complex argument developed in a whole book, 
a telling glance or a long silence, a privare knot on a handkerchief or 
a controversia! statue on a public square, an impressionist painting of 
a butterfly or a scientific specimen in an entomological collection. 

• 
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What is important about all these objects is that they are only the tip 
of an iceberg, which indicates larger contexts of significance realized in 
human practices. Their character as reification is not only in their form 
but also in the processes by which they are integrated into these prac
tices. Properly speaking, the products of reification are not simply con
crete, material objects. Rather, they are reflections of these practices, 
tokens of vast expanses of human meanings. 

The double edge ofreification 

As an evoca ti ve shortcut, the process of reification can be very 
powerful. A politician can reify voters' inarticulate longings in one 
phrase that galvanizes support. A good tool can reify an activity so as to 
amplify its effects while making the activity effortless. A procedure can 
reify a concept so that its application is automatic. A formula can ex
press in a few terms a regularity that pervades the universe. 

But the power of reification - its succinctness, its portability, its 
potential physical persistence, its focusing effect - is also its danger. 
The politician's slogan can become a substitute for a deep understand
ing of and commitment to what it stands for. The too! can ossify activ
ity around its inertness. Procedures can hide broader meanings in blind 
sequences of operations. And the knowledge of a formula can lead to 
the illusion that one fully understands the processes it describes. 

The evocative power of reification is thus double-edged. Classify
ing people under broad categories can focus attention on a kind of 
diversity, but the reification can give differences and similarities a con
creteness they do not actually possess. Similarly, if an organization dis
plays a statement of values in its lobby, it has created a reification of 
something that does or should pervade the organization. Though this 
"something" is probably much more diffuse and intangible in prac
tice, it gains a new concreteness once framed in the lobby. It becomes 
something people can point to, refer to, strive for, appeal to, and use 
or misuse in arguments. Yet, as a reification, it may seem disconnected, 
frozen into a text that does not capture the richness of lived experience 
and that can be appropriated in misleading ways. As a focus of at
tention that can be detached from practice, the reification may even 
be seen with cynicism, as an ironic substitute for what it was intended 
to reflect. 

lndeed, my use of the term reification does not assume an inherent 
correspondence between a symbol and a referent, a tool and a function, 
or a phenomenon and an interpretation. On the contrary, the concept 



62 Part 1: Practlce 

of reification suggests that forms can take a life of their own, beyond 
their context of origin. They gain a degree of autonomy from the occa
sion and purposes of their production. Their meaningfulness is always 
potentially expanded and potentially lost. Reification as a constituent of 
meaning is always incomplete, ongoing, potentially enriching, and po
tentially misleading. The notion of assigning the status of object to 
something that really is not an object conveys a sen se of mistaken solid
ity, of projected concreteness. It conveys a sense of useful illusion. The 
use of the term reification stands both as a tribute to the generative 
power of the process and as a gentle reminder of its delusory perils. 

The duality of rneaning 

In their interplay, participation and reification are both distinct 
and complementary, as suggested by the illustration in Figure 1.1.9 The 
reification of a Constitution is just a form; it is not equivalent to a citi
zenry. Yet it is empty without the participation of the citizens in volved. 
Conversely, the production of such a reification is crucial to the kind of 
negotiation that is necessary for them to act as citizens and to bring to
gether the multiple perspectives, interests, and interpretations that par
ticipation entails. 

As the figure suggests, participation and reification cannot be consid
ered in isolation: they come as a pair. They form a unity in their duality. 
Given one, it is a useful heuristic to wonder where the other is. To 
understand one, it is necessary to understand the other. To enable one, 
it is necessary to enable the other. They come about through each 
other, but they cannot replace each other. lt is through their various 
combinations that they give rise to a variety of experiences of meaning. 

We don't usually think of the experience of meaning as a duality be
cause the interplay of participation and reification remains largely un
problematic. Processes of reification and participation can be woven so 
tightly that the distinction between them seems almost blurred. The 
use oflanguage in face-to-face interactions is a good example. Words as 
projections of human meaning are certainly a form of reification. In 
face-to-face interactions, however, speech is extremely evanescent; 
words affect the negotiation of meaning through a process that seems 
like pure participation. As a consequence, words can take advantage of 
shared participation among interlocutors to create shortcuts to com
munication. It is this tight interweaving of reification and participation 
that makes conversations such a powerful form of communication. 
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participation 

living in the world 

membership 

world 

interacting monuments 

instruments 
projection 

reification 

Figure l. l. The duality of participation and reification. 

More generally, the negotiation of meaning weaves participation and 
reification so seamlessly that meaning seems to have its own unitary, 
self-contained existence: a medica! claim is a medica! claim; a smile is 
a smile; a joke is a joke. Of course, it is often convenient to actas though 
meanings are in actions or artifacts themselves. So a medica! claim is in
deed a medica! claim; it was produced to be a medica! claim; it exists for 
us in a civilization where everything concurs to make it a medica! claim. 
And yet what it is to be a medica! claim is always defined with respect 
tu specific forms of participation that contextualize meaning. lt cannot 
be assumed to be intrinsic or universal. 

The complementarlty of particlpation and reijication 

Although seamlessly woven into our practices, the complemen
tarity of participation and reification is something familiar. We use it as 
a matter of course in order to secure sorne continuity of meaning across 
time and space. lndeed, in their complementarity, participation and re
ification can make up for their respective limitations. They can compen
sate for each other 's shortcomings, so to speak. 

• On the one hand, participation makes up for the inherent limitations 
of reification. We send ambassadors with our treaties and hire judges 
to interpret our laws; we offer 800 numbers as customer service for 
our products in addition to our careful documentation; we convene a 
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meeting to introduce a new policy in order to avoid misunderstand
ings; we discuss what we read in order to compare and enrich our 
interpretations. Participation is essential to repairing the potential 
misalignments inherent in reification. When the stiffness of its form 
renders reification obsolete, when its mute ambiguity is misleading, 
or when its purpose is lost in the distance, then it is participation that 
comes to the rescue. 

• On the other hand, reification also makes up for the inherent limita
tions of participation. We crea te monuments to remember the dead; 
we take notes to remind ourselves of decisions made in the past; we 
share our notes with colleagues who could not attend a meeting; we 
are surprised by the way someone else describes a common event 
or object; we clarify our intentions with explanations and represen
tational devices; we coordinate our coming and going with clocks. 
Mirroring the role of participation, reification is essential to repair
ing the potential misalignments inherent in participation: when the 
informality of participation is confusingly loose, when the fluidity 
of its implicitness impedes coordination, when its locality is too con
fining or its partiality too narrow, then it is reification that comes to 
the rescue. 

One advantage of viewing the negotiation of meaning as constituted 
by a dual process is that we can consider the various trade-offs involved 
in the complementarity of participation and reification. Indeed, given 
an action or an artifact, it becomes a relevant question to ask how the 
production of meaning is distributed, that is, what is reified and what is 
left to participation. 

• A computer program, for instance, could be described as an extreme 
kind of reification, which can be interpreted by a machine incapable 
of any participation in its meaning. 

• A poem, by contrast, is designed to rely on participation, that is, to 
maximize the work that the ambiguity inherent in its form can do in 
the negotiation of meaning. 

From such a perspective, communication is not just a quantitative 
issue. Indeed, what says more: the few lines of a tightly written poem 
or a volume of analytical comments on it? The communicative ability 
of artifacts depends on how the work of negotiating meaning is dis
tributed between reification and participation. Different mixes become 
differentially productive of meaning. 
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The complementarity of participation and reification yields an obvi
ous but profound principie for endeavors that rely on sorne degree of 
continuity of meaning - communication, design, instruction, or collab
oration. Participation and reification must be in such proportion and 
relation as to compensate for their respective shortcomings. When too 
much reliance is placed on one at the expense of the other, the continu
ity of meaning is likely to become problema tic in practice. 

• lf participation prevails - if most of what matters is left unreified -
then there may not be enough material to anchor the specificities of 
coordination and to uncover diverging assumptions. This is why law
yers always want everything in writing. 

• lf reification prevails - if everything is reified, but with little oppor
tunity for shared experience and interactive negotiation - then there 
may not be enough overlap in participation to recover a coordinated, 
relevant, or generative meaning. This helps explain why putting 
everything in writing does not seem to salve all our problems. 

In cases of mismatches, it is necessary to analyze the situation in 
terms of the duality and to redress any imbalance. Merely adding more 
participation to participation or more reification to reification may not 
help much, beca use a form of participation or reification is by itself un
likely to correct its own shortcomings: not just another memo, not just 
another meeting .... 

A fundamental duality 

The duality of participation and reification will appear again 
and again as 1 develop my argument in this book. This duality is a fun
damental aspect of the constitution of communities of practice, of their 
evolution over time, of the relations among practices, of the identities 
of participants, and of the broader organizations in which communities 
of practice exist. 

In this context, as 1 tried to emphasize with the diagram of Figure 
l.l, it is important not to interpret the duality of participation and reifi
cation in terms of a simple opposition. 1 will end this chapter by expand
ing this point. lf you are in a hurry and feel that enough has been said 
already, you may want to skip the fine points I am making here and 
move on to the next chapter. But if you ha ve the patience and the incli
nation, then reading on will help clarify both the nature of the relation 
between participation and reification and, more generally, what I mean 
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by a duality as opposed to a dichotomy. The latter clarification will 
be useful since 1 will introduce a number of dualities in the coming 
chapters. lndeed, thinking in terms of complex dualities rather than 
mere dichotomies is fundamental to the conceptual framework of this 
book. 

As suggested by Figure 1.1, a duality is a single conceptual unit that 
is formed by two inseparable and mutually constitutive elements whose 
inherent tension and complementarity give the concept richness and 
dynamism. In what follows, 1 will clarify this idea by contrasting the 
duality of participation and reification with related, more traditional di
chotomies of opposites- for example, tacit versus explicit, formal ver
sus informal, individual versus collective, prívate versus public, con
scious versus unconscious, or people versus things. 1 will do so vía a list 
of statements, in each case saying both what the duality of participation 
and reification is and what it is not. 

+ Participation and reification are a duality, not opposites. 

Participation and reification are not defined merely by opposition to 
each other. The tacit is that which is not made explicit; the informal 
that which is not formalized; the unconscious that which is not con
scious. But participation is not merely what is not reified. Both partici
pation and reification are processes defined each in their own terms. As 
a result, they are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they take 
place together; they are two constituents intrinsic to the process of ne
gotiation of meaning, and their complementarity reflects the inherent 
duality of this process. 

Participation and reification both require and enable each other. On 
the one hand, it takes our participation to produce, interpret, and use 
reification; so there is no reification without participation. On the other 
hand, our participation requires interaction and thus generates short
cuts to coordinated meanings that reflect our enterprises and our takes 
on the world; so there is no participation without reification. 

+ Participation and reification are two dimensions that interact; they 
do not define a spectrum. 

One way to avoid thinking starkly in terms of opposites is to consider a 
spectrum. Knowledge can be more or less explicit; learning can be 
more or less formal; an impression can be more or less conscious; a 
meaning can be more or less individual. While a continuum does al
low more nuanced distinctions, it is still a relation between opposites. 



Chapter 1: Meanzng 67 

Moving to one side implies leaving the other. More of one implies less 
of the other. 

With an interacting duality, by contrast, both elements are always 
involved, and both can take different forms and degrees. In particular, 
there can be both intense participation and intense reification. In fact, 
the creative genius of great scientists and artists can be construed as 
stemming from their ability to bring the two together: on the one hand, 
an intense involvement with the reificative formalisms of their disci
pline; and on the other, a deep participa ti ve intuition of what those for
malisms are about. This is true of a scientist like Albert Einstein, who 
insisted on the importance of exploring ideas intuitively as well as being 
able to give them mathematical expression. lt is as true of a musician 
like Johann Sebastian Bach, who combined intricate forms of musical 
structure with melodic inspiration. 

Such a perspective has pedagogical implications for teaching complex 
knowledge: an excessive emphasis on formalism without correspond
ing levels of participation, or conversely a neglect of explanations and 
formal structure, can easily result in an experience of meaninglessness. 

+ Participation and reification imply each other; they do not substi-
tute for ea eh other. 

lncreasing the leve! of participation or reification does not dispense 
with the other. On the contrary, it will tend to increase the require
ments for the other. 

lndeed, reification always rests on participation: what is said, repre
sented, or otherwise brought into focus always assumes a history of 
participation as a context for its interpretation. In turn, participation 
always organizes itself around reification beca use it always involves arti
facts, words, and concepts that allow it to proceed. 

Explicit knowledge is thus not freed from the tacit. Formal processes 
are not freed from the informal. In fact, in terms of meaningfulness, the 
opposite is more likely. To be understood meaningfully as a representa
tion of a piece of physics knowledge, an abstract reification Iike E= mc 2 

does not obviate a close connection to the physics community but, on 
the contrary, requires it. In general, viewed as a reification, a more ab
stract formulation will require more intense and specific participation 
to remain meaningful, not less. 

From such a perspective, it is not possible to make everything ex
plicit and thus get rid of the tacit, or to make everything formal and 
thus get rid of the informal. lt is possible only to change their relation. 
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+ Participation and reification transform their relation; they do not 
translate into each other. 

A dichotomy tends to suggest that there must be a process by which 
one can move from one to the other by translation into a different but 
equivalent state. We can transform tacit knowledge into explicit knowl
edge or vice versa; we can formalize a learning process; we can share 
our thoughts; we can make our emotions more conscious. By contrast, 
a change in the relations of participation and reification is never neu
tral; it always transforms the possibilities for negotiating meaning. 

• Participation is never simply the realization of a description or a pre
scription. Participating in an activity that has been described is not 
just translating the description into embodied experience, but re
negotiating its meaning in a new context. 

• Reification is nota mere articulation of something that already exists. 
Writing down a statement of values, expressing an idea, painting a 
picture, recounting an event, articulating an emotion, or building a 
tool is not merely giving expression to existing meanings, but in fact 
creating the conditions for new meanings. 

As a consequence, such processes as making something explicit, for
malizing, or sharing are not merely translations; they are indeed trans
formations- the production of a new context ofboth participation and 
reification, in which the relations between the tacit and the explicit, 
the formal and the informal, the individual and the collective, are to be 
renegotíated. 

+ Participation and reijication describe an interplay; they are not 

classificatory categories. 

There is a fundamental difference between using a distinction to clas
sify things (e.g., meanings, thoughts, knowledge, learning) as one pole 
or the other and using a distinction to describe an inherent interplay. 

In a duality, what is of interest is understanding the interplay, not 
classifying. The duality of participation and reification is not a classi
ficatory scheme. It does not classify meanings, thoughts, knowledge, 
or learning as tacit or explicit, formal or informal, conscious or un
conscious, individual or collective. Rather, it provides a framework to 
analyze the various ways in which they are always both at once. 

Traditional dichotomies are useful distínctions when they are used 
to highlight an aspect of a process that has not receíved enough atten
tion. But when it comes to issues like meaning, knowing, or learning, 
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dichotomies cannot provide clean classificatory categories because they 
focus on surface features rather than on fundamental processes. For in
stance, the contrast between explicit and tacit knowledge is quite useful 
because it is important to recognize the existence of aspects of knowl
edge that we cannot easily articulate; hence, being able to tell and being 
able to do are not equivalent. 

Classifying knowledge as explicit or tacit runs into difficulties, how
ever, because both aspects are always present to sorne degree. For ex
ample, people who know how to ride a bicycle often cannot articulate 
how they keep their balance. In particular, they cannot say which way 
they steer in arder to avoid falling, even though they do it right. 10 To 
classify riding a bicycle as tacit knowledge is tricky because people are 
not exactly speechless about the process. They can tell you, for instance, 
that you must pedal and steer, hold the bar, and not wiggle too much or 
sit backward unless you're a pro. Classifying knowledge then becomes 
a matter of deciding what counts as explicit, and that depends on the 
enterprise we are involved in. 

Walking is a very embodied knowledge, but if someone tells me to 
walk, 1 can do it. Requiring only this yields a good enough relation be
tween the explicit and the tacit for certain purposes, though probably 
not good enough for an orthopedist who needs to know which muscles 
I use to keep my balance and move my legs - but that is a different en
terprise altogether. Conversely, l'd bet that physicists, whose knowl
edge many of us would consider very explicit, would have as hard a 
time articulating exactly how they make sense of concepts such as force 
and space-time as we have explaining how we ride a bicycle. When it 
comes to meaningful knowing in the context of any enterprise, the ex
plicit must always stop somewhere. It is always possible to find aspects 
that are not explicit, and this is exactly what a duality of participation 
and reification would predict: we produce precisely the reification we 
need in order to proceed with the practices in which we participate. 

The duality of participation and reification is more fundamental than 
our ability to put things in words, create formalisms, articulate our feel
ings, or share our thoughts. It is therefore important not to reduce par
ticipation and reification to any of the dichotomies 1 have mentioned. 

• For instance, participation is not just tacit, informal, or unconscious, 
because our participation includes actions like having a conversation, 
teaching a formalized curriculum, or reflecting on our motives. 

• Reification is not just explicit, because there are many ways of rei
fying that are not simply putting things into words. A painting, for 
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instance, reifies a perception of the world, an understanding. It is an 
expression that makes a statement and focuses our attention in spe
cific ways. But it is difficult to say whether this expression is explicit 
or tacit. Similarly, building a tool or systematically ignoring people 
to let them know they are outsiders are acts of reification that cannot 
easily be classified as tacit or explicit. 

• Neither participation nor reification can be easily thought of in terms 
of contrasts of individual versus collective, or priva te versus public. 
Participation is clearly a social process, but it is also a personal expe
rience. Reification allows us to coordinate our actions and is there
fore of a collective character, but it shapes our own perceptions of 
the world and ourselves. 
Reification can be public to the extent that it produces tangible ob
jects, but participation can also be public to the extent that our ac
tions are observable. Moreover, the effects ofboth on our experience 
are not so visible or easily classified as public or private. 

Finally, the duality of participation and reification is not justa distinc
tion between people and things. It is true that participation is some
thing we do as persons, and reification has to do with objects. But the 
duality of participation and reification suggests precisely that, in terms 
of meaning, people and things cannot be defined independently of 
each other. 

• On the one hand, we experience the world as we make it amenable 
to our practices. 1 remember being awed by the complex system of 
distinctions and nuances that wine tasters have developed to de
scribe what to most people is merely a better or worse glass of wine. 

• On the other hand, our sense of ourselves includes the objects with 
which we identify because they furnish our practices. Mastering the 
wine-tasting vocabulary and being able to appreciate and discuss all 
the nuances of a good wine can become a source of distinction, pride, 
and identity. 

What it means to be a person and what it means to be a thing both in
volve an interplay of participation and reification. From this perspec
tive, people and things do not ha veto be posited as a point of departure. 
They need not be assumed as given to start with. It is engagement in 
social practice that provides the baseline. Through the negotiation of 
meaning, it is the interplay of participation and reification that makes 
people and things what they are. 
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In this interplay, our experience and our world shape each other 
through a reciprocal relation that goes to the very essence of who we 
are. The world as we shape it, and our experience as the world shapes 
it, are like the mountain and the river. They shape each other, but they 
ha ve their own shape. They are reflections of each other, but they ha ve 
their own existence, in their own realms. They fit around each other, 
but they remain distinct from each other. They cannot be transformed 
into each other, yet they transform each other. The river only carves 
and the mountain only guides, yet in their interaction, the carving be
comes the guiding and the guiding becomes the carving. 

1 
1 
1 

1 
1 



Chapter 2 

Community 

The negotiation of meaning, 1 have argued, is the level of discourse at 
which the concept of practice should be understood. The second piece 
of necessary groundwork is to associate practice with the formation of 
communities. By associating practice with community, 1 am not ar
guing that everything anybody might call a community is defined by 
practice or has a practice that is specific to it; nor that everything any
body might call practice is the defining property of a clearly specifiable 
community. A residential neighborhood, for instance, is often called 
"the community" but it is usually nota community ofpractice. Playing 
scales on the piano is often called practice - as in "practice makes per
fect"- but it do es not define what 1 would call a community of practice. 
Rather, 1 am claiming that associating practice and community does 
two things. 

1) It yields a more tractable characterization of the concept of 
practice - in particular, by distinguishing it from less tractable 
terms like culture, activity, or structure. 

2) It defines a special type of community- a community of prac
tice. 

Because its constituent terms specify each other in this way, the term 
communi~y of practice should be viewed as a unit. In Part 1, when 1 use 
the term community or the term practice by itself, it is just an abbrevia
tion to make the text less cumbersome. In Part 11, however, things will 
become more complicated because 1 will start to talk about other types 
of communities. 

To associate practice and community, 1 will describe three dimen
sions of the relation by which practice is the source of coherence of a 
community, as summarized in Figure 2.1: 

72 
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negotíated enterprise 
mutual accountability 

interpretations 
mythms 

local response 

Figure 2. l. Dimcnsions of practice as the property of a community. 

1) mutual engagement 
2) a joint enterprise 
3) a shared repertoire. 

73 

1 will spend the bulk of this chapter talking about each of these three 
dimensions of communities of practice, saying what they are and what 
they are not, and specifying what characteristics of practice and com
munity they entail and do not entail. 

~utualengagernent 

The first characteristic of practice as the so urce of coherence of 
a community is the mutual engagement of participants. Practice does 
not exist in the abstract. lt exists because people are engaged in actions 
whose meanings they negotiate with one another. In this sense, prac
tice does not reside in books or in tools, though it may involve all kinds 
of artifacts. lt does not reside in a structure that precedes it, though it 
does not start in a historical vacuum. The history of claims processing 
started long before Ariel and her colleagues arrived on the scene, and 
yet what they do together is not just a cookie-cutter realization of a 
historical schema. Practice resides in a community of people and the re
lations of mutual engagement by which they can do whatever they do. 

Membership in a community of practice is therefore a matter of mu
tual engagement. That is what defines the community. A communíty 
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of practice is not just an aggregate of people defined by sorne charac
teristic. The term is not a synonym for group, team, or network. 

• Membership is not just a matter of social category, declaring alle
giance, belonging to an organization, having a title, or having per
sonal relations with sorne people. 

• A community of practice is not defined merely by who knows whom 
or who talks with whom in a network of interpersonal relations 
through which information flows. 1 

• Neither is geographical proximity sufficient to develop a practice. 
Of course, mutual engagement requires interactions, and geographi
cal proximity can help. But it is not because claims processors work 
in the same office that they form a community of practice. It is be
cause they sustain dense relations of mutual engagement organized 
around what they are there to do. 

Enabling engagement 

Whatever it takes to make mutual engagement possible is an es
sential component of any practice. For claims processors, for instance, 
coming to the office is a key element of their practice. So is being able 
(and allowed) to talk and interact while they work.2 For a family, it can 
be having dinner together, taking trips on weekends, or cleaning the 
house on Saturdays. Given the right context, talking on the phone, ex
changing electronic mail, or being connected by radio can all be part 
of what makes mutual engagement possible. 

Being included in what matters is a requirement for being engaged 
in a community's practice, justas engagement is what defines belong
ing. What it takes for a community of practice to cohere enough to func
tion can be very subtle and delicate. Certainly, for claims processors to 
work together, it is difficult to distinguish between the value of a spe
cific piece of information and the value of the atmosphere of friend
liness they crea te, or between bits of talk about work and the personal 
exchanges that are woven into their conversations. In order to be a full 
participant, it may just be as important to know and understand the 
latest gossip as it is to know and understand the latest memo. 

The kind of coherence that transforms mutual engagement into a 
community of practice requires work. The work of "community main
tenance" is thus an intrinsic part of any practice. It can, however, be 
much less visible than more instrumental aspects of that practice. As a 
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result, it is easily undervalued or even totally unrecognized. 1 described 
in Vignette 1 how Roberta helped make daily work more bearable for 
everyone by providing an endless supply of snacks. Her generosity con
tributed to building the community and keeping it going. But she never 
gota bonus for her tireless dedication. E ven when there is much in com
mon in the respective backgrounds of participants, the specific coordi
nation necessary to do things together requires constant attention. 

Dáusizy and partiality 

lf what makes a community of practice a community is mutual 
engagement, then it is a kind of community that does not entail homo
geneity. lndeed, what makes engagement in practice possible and pro
ductive is as mucha matter of diversity as it is a matter ofhomogeneity. 
Claims processors, for instance, form an ill-defined group of people 
brought together by employment ads in the classified sections of news
papers. Many applied for the job simply because the ad stipulated that 
no previous experience was necessary and that training would be pro
vided. Hardly anyone ever mentioned a specific interest in medica! in
surance as a reason for being there. Sorne are young, sorne old; sorne 
conservative, sorne liberal; sorne outgoing, sorne introverted. They are 
different from one another and have different personal aspirations and 
problems. Thus, claims processing takes on a unique significance in 
each of their individuallives. E ven so, their responses to dilemmas and 
aspirations are connected by the relations they create through mutual 
engagement. They work together, they see each other every day, they 
talk with each other all the time, exchange information and opinions, 
and very directly influence each other 's understanding as a matter of 
routine. What makes a community of practice out of this medley of 
people is their mutual engagement in claims processing as they make it 
happen at Alinsu. 

Not only are claims processors different to start with, but working to
gether creates differences as well as similarities. They specialize, gain a 
reputation, make trouble, and distinguish themselves, as much as they 
develop shared ways of doing things. As an obvious example, the unit 
supervisor and assistant supervisor are undoubtedly members of the 
community of practice (they rose from the ranks and are still very en
gaged in the details of processing), but they have acquired very differ
ent status with respect to daily work, authority, and relations to the cor
poration. More generally, each participant in a community of practice 
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finds a unique place and gains a unique identity, which is both further 
integrated and further defined in the course of engagement in practice. 
These identities become interlocked and articulated with one another 
through mutual engagement, but they do not fuse. 3 Mutual relations of 
engagement are as likely to give rise to differentiation as to homogeni
zation. Crucially, therefore, homogeneity is neither a requirement for, 
nor the result of, the development of a community of practice. 

Mutual engagement involves not only our competence, but also the 
competence of others. lt draws on what we do and what we know, as 
well as on our ability to connect meaningfully to what we don't do and 
what we don't know - that is, to the contributions and knowledge of 
others. In this sense, mutual engagement is inherently partial; yet, in 
the context of a shared practice, this partiality is as much a resource as 
it is a limitation. This is rather obvious when participants have different 
roles, as in a medica! operating team, where mutual engagement in
volves complementary contributions. But it is also true among claims 
processors, who have largely overlapping forms of competence. Because 
they belong to a community of practice where people help each other, 
it is more important to know how to give and receive help than to try 
to know everything yourself. 

In both types of communities, developing a shared practice depends 
on mutual engagement. Yet, the two types of communities have differ
ent effects because their practices are constituted by different relations 
of partiality among members. In fact, it is often useful to belong to both 
types at once in order to achieve the synergy of the two forms of engage
ment. For example, a specialist on a team made up of complementary 
competences will usually benefit from also belonging to a community 
of practice of peers who share their specialization. 

Mutual relationships 

Mutual engagement does not entail homogeneity, but it does 
create relationships among people. When it is sustained, it connects 
participants in ways that can become deeper than more abstract similar
ities in terms of personal features or social categories. In this sense, a 
community of practice can become a very tight node of interpersonal 
relationships. 

Beca use the term "community" is usually a very positive one,4 1 
cannot emphasize enough that these interrelations arise out of engage
ment in practice and not out of an idealized view of what a community 
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should be like. In particular, connotations of peaceful coexistence, mu
tual support, or interpersonal allegiance are not assumed, though of 
course they may exist in specific cases. Peace, happiness, and harmony 
are therefore not necessary properties of a community of practice. Cer
tainly there are plenty of disagreements, tensions, and conflicts among 
claims processors. In spite of Alinsu's rather successful "corporate cul
ture" of personableness, there are jealousies, gossips, and diques. 

Most situations that involve sustained interpersonal engagement gen
erate their fair share of tensions and conflicts. In sorne communities of 
practice, conflict and misery can even constitute the core characteristic 
of a shared practice, as they do in sorne dysfunctional families. A com
munity of practice is neither a ha ven of togetherness nor an island of in
timacy insulated from political and social relations. Disagreement, chal
lenges, and competition can all be forms of participation. As a form of 
participation, rebellion often reveals a greater commitment than does 
passive conformity. 

A shared practice thus connects participants to each other in ways 
that are diverse and complex. The resulting relations reflect the full 
complexity of doing things together. They are not easily reducible to a 
single principie such as power, pleasure, competition, collaboration, 
desire, economic relations, utilitarian arrangements, or information 
processing. In real life, mutual relations among participants are com
plex mixtures of power and dependence, pleasure and pain, expertise 
and helplessness, success and failure, amassment and deprivation, al
liance and competition, ease and struggle, authority and collegiality, re
sistance and compliance, anger and tenderness, attraction and repug
nance, fun and boredom, trust and suspicion, friendship and hatred. 
Communities of practice ha ve it all. 

Joint enterprise 

The second characteristic of practice as a source of community 
coherence is the negotiation of a joint enterprise. 1 will make three 
points about the enterprise that keeps a community of practice together. 

1) It is the result of a collective process of negotiation that reflects 
the full complexity of mutual engagement. 

2) It is defined by the participants in the very process of pursuing 
it. It is their negotiated response to their situation and thus 
belongs to them in a profound sense, in spite of all the forces 
and influences that are beyond their control. 
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3) lt is not just a stated goal, but creates among participants re
lations of mutual accountability that become an integral part 
of the practice. 

A negoúated enterprúe 

The enterprises reflected in our practices are as complex as 
we are. They include the instrumental, the personal, and the interper
sonal aspects of our lives. The practice of claims processors, for in
stance, reflects their attempt to create a context in which to proceed 
with their working lives. That involves, among other things, making 
money, being an adult, becoming proficient at claims processing, hav
ing fun, doing well, feeling good, not being naive, being personable, 
dealing with boredom, thinking about the future, keeping one's place. 
Although their job does not carry much status, claims processors strug
gle to maintain a sense of self they can live with. Toward this end, they 
carefully fold into their practice their sense of marginality with respect 
to the institution, cultivating a subdued cynicism and a tightly managed 
distance from the job and from the company. 

Their enterprise, therefore, is not just to process claims, as defined 
by Alinsu or by the unit supervisor. Of course, claims processing so 
defined does enter into their practice as a very significant component. 
They endeavor to earn money by satisfying Alinsu's demand that claims 
processing take place. The supervisor is a symbol of that demand. But 
the enterprise as actually defined by claims processors through their 
mutual engagement in practice is much more complex because it in
eludes all the energy they spend - within the stricture of their tight in
stitutional context and also in spite of it- not only in making claims pro
cessing possible in practice, but also in making the place habitable for 
themselves. Their daily practice, with its mixture of submission and 
assertion, is a complex, collectively negotiated response to what they 
understand to be their situation. 

Because mutual engagement does not require homogeneity, a joint 
enterprise does not mean agreement in any simple sense. In fact, in 
sorne communities, disagreement can be viewed as a productive part of 
the enterprise. The enterprise is joint not in that everybody believes 
the same thing or agrees with everything, but in that it is communally 
negotiated. To say that sorne claims processors share an enterprise 
is not merely to say that they share working conditions, that they have 
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dilemmas in common, or that they create similar responses. Their in
dividual situations and responses vary, from one person to the next and 
from one day to the next. But their responses to their conditions- sim
ilar or dissimilar - are interconnected because they are engaged to
gether in the joint enterprise of making claims processing real and liv
able. They must find a way to do that together, and even living with 
their differences and coordinating their respective aspirations is part of 
the process. Their understanding of their enterprise and its effects in 
their lives need not be uniform for it to be a collective product. 

An indigenous enterprise 

Communities of practice are not self-contained entities. They 
develop in larger contexts - historical, social, cultural, institutional -
with specific resources and constraints. Sorne of these conditions and 
requirements are explicitly articulated. Sorne are implicit but are no 
less binding. Yet even when the practice of a community is profoundly 
shaped by conditions outside the control of its members, as it always is 
in sorne respects, its day-to-day reality is nevertheless produced by par
ticipants within the resources and constraints of their situations. It is 
their response to their conditions, and therefore their enterprise. 

Calling attention to the claims processors' own definition of their 
enterprise is not to deny the following. 

1) Their position within a broader system. Their job is part of a large 
industry and the result of a long historical development. They 
did not invent claims processing, nor do they have much influ
ence on its institutional constitution. 

2) The pervasive infiuence of the institution that employs them. The 
company 's efforts to maintain control o ver their practice is 
mostly successful. The formidable shadow of Alinsu is ever
present. lt follows them even to their lunch break, as they keep 
talking about their production quotas and their quality ratings. 

Even though their practice does not transcend or transform its insti
tutional conditions in any dramatic fashion, it nonetheless responds to 
these conditions in ways that are not determined by the institution. To 
do what they are expected to do, the claims processors produce a prac
tice with an inventiveness that is all theirs. Their inventive resourceful
ness applies equally to what the company probably wants and to what 
it probably does not want. 
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• On the one hand, claims processors invent local ways of processing 
claims effectively - for instance, as Ariel learns from Nancy in Vi
gnette 1, by finding more or less appropriate categories under which 
they can classify cases in order to proceed rapidly. Their pragmatic 
resourcefulness sometimes surprised me in my newcomer's eager
ness to be thorough, but I had to admit that the job could not rea
sonably get done without it. 

• On the other hand, and with the same inventive resourcefulness, 
they devise ways to escape Alinsu's control (e.g., with the treatment 
of errors in "Q" claims as described in Vignette 1). They also learn to 
create sorne space for themselves. Even while processing informa
tion, and even while looking at the dock, they do manage to have 
fun, to feel hopeless, to laugh at an accident report, to share their 
boredom, to be angry at a customer, to spread rumors, to discuss 
their views, to enjoy a snack, to be proud of a processing prowess, 
to exchange stories, to feel the pain of uncertainty, to be alive. 

In sum, it is only as negotiated by the community that conditions, re
sources, and demands shape the practice. The enterprise is never fully 
determined by an outside manda te, by a prescription, or by any individ
ual participant. E ven when a community of practice arises in response 
to sorne outside manda te, the practice evolves into the community 's 
own response to that mandate. E ven when specific members have more 
power than others, the practice evolves into a communal response to 
that situation. E ven when strict submission is the response, its forro and 
its interpretation in practice must be viewed as a local collective crea
tion of the community. Because members produce a practice to deal 
with what they understand to be their enterprise, their practice as it 
unfolds belongs to their community in a fundamental sense. 

Again, saying that communities of practice produce their practice is 
not saying that they cannot be influenced, manipulated, duped, intimi
dated, exploited, debilitated, misled, or coerced into submission; nor is 
it saying that they cannot be inspired, helped, supported, enlightened, 
unshackled, or empowered. But it is saying that the power- benevolent 
or malevolent - that institutions, prescriptions, or individuals have over 
the practice of a community is always mediated by the community's 
production of its practice. Externa! forces have no direct power over 
this production because, in the last analysis (i.e., in the doing through 
mutual engagement in practice), it is the community that negotiates 
its enterprise. 
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A regime of mutual accountabilizv 

The enterprise of a community of practice is not just a state
ment of purpose. In fact, it is not primarily by being reified that it ani
mates the community. Negotiating a joint enterprise gives rise to rela
tions of mutual accountability among those in volved. These relations of 
accountability include what matters and what does not, what is impor
tant and why it is important, what todo and not todo, what to pay atten
tion to and what to ignore, what to talk about and what to leave unsaid, 
what to justify and what to take for granted, what to display and what 
to withhold, when actions and artifacts are good enough and when they 
need improvement or refinement. 

1 have argued that, for claims processors, accountability to their 
enterprise includes not only processing claims but also being person
able, treating information and resources as something to be shared, 
and being responsible to others by not making their lives more difficult. 
Responsibility with respect to what makes life harder for others, for in
stance, is something they enforce among themselves, sometimes quite 
vocally, because they all understand that making their work life bear
able is part of their joint enterprise. That these relations of mutual 
accountability are sometimes taken to be violated only confirms their 
influence as a communal regime.5 

This communal regime of mutual accountability plays a central role 
in defining the circumstances under which, as a community and as in
dividuals, members feel concerned or unconcerned by what they are do
ing and what is happening to them and around them, and under which 
they attempt, neglect, or refuse to make sense of events and to seek new 
meanings. 

While sorne aspects of accountability may be reified -rules, policies, 
standards, goals - those that are not are no less significant. Becoming 
good at something involves developing specialized sensitivities, an aes
thetic sense, and refined perceptions that are brought to bear on mak
ing judgments about the qualities of a product or an action. That these 
become shared in a community of practice is what allows participants 
to negotiate the appropriateness of what they do.6 

The regime of accountability becomes an integral part of the prac
tice. As a result, it may not be something that anyone can articulare 
very readily, because it is not primarily by being reified that it pervades 
a community.7 Even when the enterprise is reified into a statement, the 
practice evolves into a negotiated interpretation of that statement. In 
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fact, the practice includes the ways that participants interpret reified as
pects of accountability and integrate them into lived forms of partici
pation. Being able to make distinctions between reified standards and 
competent engagement in practice is an important aspect of becoming 
an experienced member.8 

Defining a joint enterprise is a process, not a static agreement. It pro
duces relations of accountability that are not just fixed constraints or 
norms. These relations are manifested notas conformity but as the abil
ity to negotiate actions as accountable to an enterprise. The whole pro
cess is as generative as it is constraining. It pushes the practice forward 
as much as it keeps it in check. An enterprise both engenders and di
rects social energy. It spurs action as much as it gives it focus. It in
volves our impulses and emotions as much as it controls them. It invites 
new ideas as much as it sorts them out. An enterprise is a resource of 
coordination, of sense-making, of mutual engagement; it is like rhythm 
to music. 

Rhythm is not random, but it is not just a constraint either. Rather, 
it is part of the dynamism of music, coordinating the very process by 
which it comes into being. Extracted from the playing, it becomes 
fixed, sterile, and meaningless, but in the playing, it makes music inter
pretable, participative, and sharable. It is a constitutive resource intrin
sic to the very possibility of music as a shared experience. An enter
prise is part of practice in the same way that rhythm is part of music. 

Shared repertoire 

The third characteristic of practice as a source of community 
coherence is the development of a shared repertoire. Over time, the 
joint pursuit of an enterprise creates resources for negotiating mean
ing. In claims processing, medica! terms take on a specific usage, the 
height of certain piles of paper on desks indicates the state of pro
cessing, the seating arrangement reflects relationships among people 
and reactions of management to these relationships. The enterprise of 
claims processing is what gives coherence to the medley of activities, re
lations, and objects involved. That is why claim forms on the computer 
and photos of dogs on the wall can be part of the same practice. That is 
why taking a spelling test and shooting spitballs can be part of the same 
practice. The elements of the repertoire can be very heterogeneous. 
They gain their coherence not in and of themselves as specific activi
ties, symbols, or artifacts, but from the fact that they belong to the prac
tice of a community pursuing an enterprise. 
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The repertoire of a community of practice includes routines, words, 
tools, ways of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, genres,9 actions, 
or concepts that the community has produced or adopted in the course 
of its existence, and which ha ve become part of its practice. The reper
toire combines both reificative and participative aspects. It includes the 
discourse by which members create meaningful statements about the 
world, as well as the styles by which they express their forms of mem
bership and their identities as members. 

Negotiation: history and ambiguity 

1 call a community's set of shared resources a repertoire to 
emphasize both its rehearsed character and its availability for further 
engagement in practice.10 The repertoire of a practice combines two 
characteristics that allow it to become a resource for the negotiation 
ofmeaning: 

1) it reflects a history of mutual engagement 
2) it remains inherently ambiguous. 

Histories of interpretation creare shared points of reference, but 
they do not impose meaning. Things like words, artifacts, gestures, and 
routines are useful not only because they are recognizable in their rela
tion toa history of mutual engagement, but also beca use they can be re
engaged in new situations. This is true of linguistic and nonlinguistic 
elements, of words as well as chairs, ways of walking, claim forms, or 
laughter. 11 All have well-established interpretations, which can be re
utilized to new effects, whether these new effects simply continue an es
tablished trajectory of interpretation or take it in unexpected directions. 

The fact that actions and artifacts ha ve recognizable histories of in
terpretation is not exclusively, or even primarily, a constraint on possi
ble meanings, but also a resource to be used in the production of new 
meanings. The spontaneous creation of metaphors is a perfect example 
of the kind of resource provided by a renegotiable history of usage. 
When combined with history, ambiguity is not an absence or a lack of 
meaning. Rather, it is a condition of negotiability and thus a condition 
for the very possibility of meaning. It is how history remains both rele
vant and meaningful. 

Resources of mutual engagement 

This inherent ambiguity makes processes like coordination, 
communication, or design on the one hand difficult, in continua! need 

--
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of repair, and always unpredictable; and on the other hand, dynamic, al
ways open-ended, and genera ti ve of new meanings. The need for coor
dinating perspectives is a source of new meanings as much as it is a 
source of obstacles. From this perspective, ambiguity is not simply an 
obstacle to overcome; it is an inherent condition to be put to work. 
Effective communication or good design, therefore, are not best under
stood as the literal transmission of meaning. It is useless to try to excise 
all ambiguity; it is more productive to look for social arrangements that 
put history and ambiguity to work. The real problem of communica
tion and design then is to situate ambiguity in the context of a history 
of mutual engagement that is rich enough to yield an opportunity for 
negotiation. 

Because the repertoire of a community is a resource for the nego
tiation of meaning, it is shared in a dynamic and interactive sense. In 
particular, shared beliefs - in the sense of same mental objects or 
models - are not what shared practice is about.12 Agreement in the 
sense of literally shared meaning is not a precondition for mutual en
gagement in practice, nor is it its outcome. Indeed, mismatched inter
pretations or misunderstandings need to be addressed and resolved di
rectly only when they interfere with mutual engagement. Even then, 
they are not merely problems to resolve, but occasions for the produc
tion of new meanings. Sustained engagement in shared practice is a 
dynamic form of coordination, one that genera tes "on the tly" the coor
dinated meanings that allow it to proceed. 

Negotiating rneaning in practice 

A community of practice need not be reified as such to be a 
community: it enters into the experience of participants through their 
very engagement. The three dimensions discussed here need not be 
the focus of explicit attention to create a context for the negotiation of 
meanmg. 

1) Through mutual engagement, participation and reification can 
be seamlessly interwoven. 

2) A joint enterprise can crea te relations of mutual accountability 
without ever being reified, discussed, or stated as an enterprise. 

3) Shared histories of engagement can become resources for nego
tiating meaning without the constant need to "compare notes." 

Still, most of us ha ve experienced the kind of social energy that the 
combination of these three dimensions of shared practice can genera te. 
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Conversely, we may also have experienced how this social energy can 
prevent us from responding to new situations or from moving on. The 
importance of our various communities of practice can thus be mani
fested in two ways: their ability to give rise to an experience of mean
ingfulness; and, conversely, to hold us hostages to that experience. 

As a consequence, saying that communities of practice provide a 
privileged context for the negotiation of meaning should not be mis
construed as romanticizing them. 

1) I ha ve insisted that shared practice does not itself imply har
mony or collaboration. 

2) Moreover, asserting as I have that these kinds of communities 
produce their own practices is not asserting that communities 
of practice are in any essential way an emancipatory force. 

The local coherence of a community of practice can be both a 
strength and a weakness. The indigenous production of practice makes 
communities of practice the locus of creative achievements and the 
locus of inbred failures; the locus of resistance to oppression and the 
locus of the reproduction of its conditions; the cradle of the self but 
also the potential cage of the soul. 

Communities of practice are not intrinsically beneficia! or harmful. 
They are not privileged in terms of positive or negative effects. Yet they 
are a force to be reckoned with, for better or for worse. As a locus of 
engagement in action, interpersonal relations, shared knowledge, and 
negotiation of enterprises, such communities hold the key to real trans
formation - the kind that has real effects on people's lives. From this 
perspective, the influence of other forces ( e.g., the control of an institu
tion or the authority of an individual) are no less important, but they 
must be understood as mediated by the communities in which their 
meanings are to be negotiated in practice. 

¡' 



Chapter 3 

Learning 

The negotiation of meaning is a fundamentally temporal process, and 
one must therefore understand practice in its temporal dimension. 
Sorne communities of practice exist over centuries- for example, com
munities of artisans who pass their craft from generation to generation. 
Sorne are shorter-lived but intense enough to give rise to an indige
nous practice and to transform the identities of those involved. For in
stance, such communities may form as people come together to handle 
a disaster. The development of practice takes time, but what defines a 
community of practice in its temporal dimension is not just a matter of 
a specific minimum amount of time. Rather, it is a matter of sustaining 
enough mutual engagement in pursuing an enterprise together to share 
sorne significant learning. From this perspective, communities ofprac

tice can be thought of as shared histories of learning. 
In this chapter 1 discuss the interna! dynamics that constitute these 

shared histories of learning. Toward this end, 1 will take up the themes 
introduced in the last two chapters, but with a focus on time and 
learning. 

1) 1 will first talk about participation and reification as forms of 
memory, as sources of continuity and discontinuity, and thus as 
channels by which one can influence the evolution of a practice. 

2) 1 will then discuss the development of practice with reference 
to the three dimensions introduced in Chapter 2. 1 will argue 
that learning along these three dimensions is what produces 
practice as an emergent structure. 

3) Finally, 1 will turn to the learning by which newcomers can join 
a practice, that is, by which generational discontinuities are 
also continuities. 

In this chapter, 1 will mostly talk about learning as a characteristic 
of practice. The learning of individual participants is a topic that 1 will 
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address more directly in Part 11, when 1 discuss issues of identity in 
terms of trajectories of participation. 

The dual constitution of histories 

Practices evolve as shared histories of learning. History in this 
sense is neither merely a personal or collective experience nor just a set 
of enduring artifacts and institutions, but a combination of participa
tion and reification intertwined over time. 

Participation and reification are dual modes of existence through 
time. They interact, but they exist through time in different realms. lf 
a claims processor like Ariel, for instance, has new aspirations and feels 
completely alienated by her work, perhaps even quits, then the com
puter system still contains the data she entered - even if, in specific in
stances, no one can make sense of sorne of the notes she appended to 
customer files. Likewise, if the computer system suddenly fails, Ariel 
will remain a participant in her community - even if, in her practice, 
computer downtime is a serious disruption. 

What 1 am saying here is that the world and our experience are in 
motion, but they don't move in lockstep. They interact, but they do 
not fuse. 

• Coming back after many years to the neighborhood we grew up in, 
we find that little has changed. Yet our tran~formed eyes are strangely 
surprised to see the same street, the same buildings, the same trees, 
the same bent signpost, the same dents in the sidewalk, as though 
their very constancy has rendered them unrecognizably foreign. 

• Or conversely, the street has been paved, the house remodeled, the 
old oak felled; the store is a supermarket and the playground a park
ing structure. And yet we feel that the old neighborhood lives on, un
paved and unpavable - not only in our past, but in our present; not 
only in our memories, but in our actions - still unfolding, an indel
ible part of our enduring identity. 

In other words, forms of participation and reification continually con
verge and diverge. In moments of negotiation of meaning, they come 
into contact and affect each other. But converging in such moments 
is the extent of their connection. They shape each other in such mo
ments, but they are not bound to each other. They are not otherwise 
essentially coupled in time. They do not lock in. They unfold in differ
ent media until they meet again in new moments of negotiation. 
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Remembering and forgetting 

The disjunction of participation and reification through time 
is almost too obvious to belabor, but it is quite fundamental to under
standing the role of the negotiation of meaning in the constitution of 
practice. As distinct modes of existence in time, participation and rei
fication act as distinct forms of memory and distinct forms of forget
ting. They act as distinct sources of both continuity and discontinuity. 
We can shred documents, but it is not so easy to erase our memories. 
We can forget events, but the marks they leave in the world can bring 
them back to us. 

• Reijication is a source of remembering and forgetting by producing 
forms that persist and change according to their own laws. In partic
ular, the combination of malleability and rigidity characteristic of 
physical objects yields a memory of forms that allows our engage
ment in practice to lea ve enduring imprints in the world. The persis
tence of these imprints focuses the future around them. The process 
of reification thus compels us to renegotiate the meaning of its past 
products, in the same way that a scar keeps bringing a past foolish
ness or heroic deed into conversations. 

This process is not closed, however. lt is open-ended in the sense 
that the shapes of the world change and vanish, and because - not 
carrying their own meaning - such shapes are open to reinterpreta
tion and to multiple interpretations. In fact, the moment they are 
produced, forms start taking a life of their own, as does a word that 
we regret, an old forgotten letter we find in the attic, or a quick 
sketch in which, once it is in front of us, we suddenly start seeing the 
germ of a great design. The persistence of forms inherent in reifica
tion is not just a reminder of the past; it can refocus our attention in 
new ways, surprise us, and force us into new relations with the world. 

• Participation is a source of remembering and forgetting, not only 
through our memories, but also through the fashioning of identi
ties and thus through our need to recognize ourselves in our past. 
Our brains convert our experiences of participation into replayable 
memories, and we subsume these memories and their interpreta
tions under the fashioning of a trajectory that we (as well as others) 
can construe as being one person. 1 Our interpretation of memory in 
terms of an identity is as important as marks in the brain in creating 
continuity in our lives. 
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Of course, this process too is open-ended - not only because we 
forget or remember partially, but also because our forms of partic
ipation change, our perspectives change, and we experience life in 
new ways. 

Remembering and forgetting in practice stem from the interaction of 
participation and reification, and we are connected to our histories by 
this dual process. The study of an ancient piece of pottery provides an 
example. On the one hand, it was produced as part of a practice long 
ago, and preserved under volcanic ashes for centuries; on the other 
hand, our identities have in time become such that today we are inter
ested in archeology. We are connected to our histories through the 
forms of artifacts that are produced, preserved, weathered, reappropri
ated, and modified through the ages, and also through our experience 
of participation as our identities are formed, inherited, rejected, inter
locked, and transformed through mutual engagement in practice from 
generation to generation. The constitution ofhistories oflearning is the 
continual intertwining of these two processes. 

Continui~y and discontinuity 

Over time, communities of practice become invested in both 
participation and reification. 

• In the process of sustaining a practice, we become invested in what 
we do as well as in each other and our shared history. Our identi
ties become anchored in each other and what we do together. As a 
result, it is not easy to become a radically new person in the same 
community of practice. Conversely, it is not easy to transform oneself 
without the support of a community, as reflected by the countless 
support groups proposed by the self-help industry. 

• Communities of practice are also invested in reification. Tools, rep
resentational artifacts, concepts, and terms all reflect specific per
spectives they tend to reproduce. Beca use of this investment of prac
tice, artifacts tend to perpetua te the repertoires of practices beyond 
the órcumstances that shaped them in the first place. Unwieldy spell
ings can survive through generations of dismayed students, because 
it is still easier to learn any kind of spelling than to change the whole 
language and all the practices invested in it. Similarly, American 
inches and gallons can withstand the logical onslaught of meters and 
liters. And the "QWERTY" keyboard, whose layout was determined 
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by the locking of adjacent hammers in early typewriters, lives on in 
the computer age. 

The simultaneous investment of practice in parttctpation and rei
fication can be a source of both continuity and discontinuíty. In fact, 
since both participation and reification are inherently limited in scope, 
they inevitably create discontinuities in the evolution of practices. Par
ticipants move on to new positions, change direction, find new oppor
tunities, become uninterested, start new lives. Among claims proces
sors there is a substantial turnover, but even in communities where 
participants remain for life, they eventually retire and die, making 
room for new generations of members. Similarly, new artifacts, ideas, 
terms, concepts, images, and tools are produced and adopted as old 
ones are used up, made obsolete, or discarded. 

In a community of practice, what can be considered a "generation" 
depends on its reproduction cycles. Among claims processors at Alinsu, 
high turnover means that new generations of members come in rather 
frequently (there are usually severa! training classes every year), even 
though a complete reproduction cycle is much longer. It takes two 
to four years from the time one is a trainee to the time one becomes a 
level 8 and so can serve as an instructor, quality reviewer, or back-up 
trainer. But the generational spread is actually slightly broader, because 
it can take six to ten years before one can move up from processing to 
a technical or managerial position. 

Because a community of practice is a system of interrelated forms 
of participation, discontinuitíes propagate through ít. When newcom
ers joín a communíty of practíce, generational discontínuítíes spread 
through multiple levels; relations shift in a cascading process. Relative 
newcomers beco me relative old-timers. Last year 's trainee now helps 
the new trainee. These promotíons are mostly unmarked and often 
hardly talked about, yet they can have significant effects. Participants 
forge new identíties from their new perspectives. These changes can be 
encouraging or unsettling. They can reveal progress that had remaíned 
unnoticed: you suddenly see all that you have learned because you are 
in a position to help someone. But they can also create new demands: 
all of a sudden, you are looked up to and expected to know more than 
you are sure you do. As these successive generations interact, sorne of 
the history of the practice remains embodied in the generational re
lations that structure the community. The past, the present, and the 
future live together. 
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Reification too can have generations that cause discontinuities. The 
installation of a computer system in the claims processing center was a 
discontinuity of major proportions. The few old-timers who were there 
at the time still talk about the radical transformation it caused in their 
practice. They reminisce with archeological amusement (but no nos
talgia) about the huge file cabinets full of customer files, which they 
had to locate in order to start processing a claim. They laugh about 
the amounts of paper they had to handle and all the running around. 
They think of those days as a diffcrent era altogether, associated with 
simpler procedures and less medica! jargon. A decade later, there is talk 
of a new generation of systems that can gather data directly from the 
doctor's office and process sorne of the simpler claims automatically. 
The introduction of such a system will have broad ramifications and 
will again transform claims processing almost beyond recognition. A 
whole array of tools, concepts, and artifacts will become obsolete in 
a ripple of replacements. Because practice is invested in reification, 
these discontinuities too create cascades of transformations through 
the practice. 

The politics of participation and reification 

1 have argued that participation and reification are dual modes 
of existence in time, dual modes of remembering and forgetting, and 
dual sources of continuity and discontinuity. In consequence, as com
munities of practice become invested in them, participation and rei
fication provide dual avenues for exercising influence on what becomes 
of a practice. They offer two kinds of lever available for attempts to 
shape the future - to maintain the status quo or conversely to redirect 
the practice. 

1) Yo u can se e k, cultiva te, or avoid specific relationships with spe
cific people. 

2) You can produce or promote specific artifacts to focus future 
negotiation of meaning in specific ways. 

In this sense, participation and reification are two distinct channe1s 
of power available to participants (and to outside constituencies). They 
constitute two distinct forms of politics. 

1) The politics of participation include influence, personal author
ity, nepotism, rampant discrimination, charisma, trust, friend
ship, ambition. 
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2) Of a different nature are the politics of reification, which include 
legislation, policies, institutionally defined authority, exposi
tions, argumentative demonstrations, statistics, contracts, plans, 
designs. 

Ensuring the cohesion of a team through friendship is different from 
outlining a set of goals, a schedule, and a work plan; calling upon the 
moral commitment of participants is different from presenting a sta
tistical demonstration of consistent injustice. Though recourse to each 
can create a very different atmosphere, both avenues can be effective 
in influencing the development of a practice. 

Because of the complementarity of participation and reification, the 
two forms of politics can be played off each other. Each can be em
ployed to circumvent, or to compensate for abuses in, the other. 

1) Convincing powerful people of a special case can provide a 
way to bend the bureaucratic rigidities of policies when their 
reificative stiffness becomes counterproductive. 

2) However, the reification of explicit policies may be necessary 
in arder to combat the various forms of partiality that can bias 
the politics of participation. 

Claims processors, for instance, do count on their personal relations 
with their supervisors in arder to adapt company policies to their spe
cific situations. On the other hand, they enjoy the idea that their perfor
mances are calculated automatically on the basis of their production in 
purely quantitative terms. This reificative form of assessment was a fea
ture of their employment contract that many claimed attracted them to 
the job initially. Within this rigid structure - over which they have no 
say, but according to which they can make claims to promotions- they 
feel more in control of their destiny, protected to sorne extent from 
arbitrary decisions by those directly in charge of their employment. 

As a result of this complementarity, control over practice usually re
quires a grip on both forms of politics; one is rarely effective without 
the other. It takes both the participation of a supervisor and the rei
fication of a set of policies to ensure control over claims processing. 
On a different scale, writing legislation to protect the environment does 
not replace instilling in our children a !ove and respect for nature. 

• To be effective, the politics of reification requires participation be
cause reification does not itself ensure any effect. Reification has to 
be adopted by a community befare it can shape practice in signifi
cant ways. 
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• Conversely, the politics of participation must include the power to 
wield reification, since reification creates the points of focus around 
which people negotiate what matters. 

Because the negotiation of meaning is the convergence of participation 
and reification, controlling both participation and reification affords 
control over the kinds of meaning that can be created in a certain con
text and the kinds of person that participants can become. It is no sur
prise, then, that totalitarian regimes endeavor both to burn books and 
restrict the right of association. 

The combination of the two forms of politics is powerful indeed 
when it affords a hold on the development of a practice. It can be a 
source of stability when power differentials favor specific perspectives. 
It can be a destabilizing factor when power shifts. Yet, because meaning 
is always negotiated anew and because participation and reification are 
not locked in, there is always an uncertainty, an opening for a "slip
page" of practice. No form of control over the future can be complete 
and secured. In order to sustain the social coherence of participation 
and reification within which it can be exercised, control must con
stantly be reproduced, reasserted, renegotiated in practice. 

Histories of learning 

N ow that 1 ha ve talked about the forms of memory available to 
constitute a practice, 1 can describe practice as a shared history oflearn
ing. 1 will make three points. 

1) Practice is not stable, but combines continuity and disconti
nuity. 

2) Learning in practice involves the three dimensions introduced 
in Chapter 2. 

3) Practice is not an object but rather an emergent structure that 
persists by being both perturbable and resilient. 

Continut'ties and discontinuities 

The practice of claims processing is located in a long history 
of increasingly detailed institutional control, including more recently 
computerization. One might expect this long institutional evolution to 
have created a very stable practice. Yet 1 was amazed to find a brew of 
adaptation and invention that belied the !abe! of routine work that man
agement - and often even the claims processors themselves - put on 
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their job. E ven in a setting so historically and institutionally determined, 
communities must tune their practice constantly in their attempt to get 
the job done. 

Because the world is in flux and conditions always change, any prac
tice must constantly be reinvented, even as it remains "the same prac
tice." When asked about the challenges of their job, claims processors 
almost inevitably speak about change: changes in policies, insurance 
plans, and medica! practice, as well as changes in interna! organization 
and procedures. In the office, memos come in continually that change 
this or that rule, this or that procedure, this or that feature of the com
puter system - or even to change a recent change. In conjunction with 
this constant evolution of the practice, there is also a substantial turn
over of personnel that constan ti y brings in new faces. 

Claims processors have to respond to the demands of a world in 
constant flux, but it would be an oversimplification to understand their 
learning strictly in terms of responses to new circumstances. The pro
cess of change reflects not only adaptation to externa! forces, but an in
vestment of energy in what people do and in their mutual relations. 1 

Even though claims processors may have good reasons not to invest 
themselves very deeply in their job, there is an uncheckable inventive
ness as they struggle to do their work and maintain an atmosphere they 
can live in. A question gives rise to discussion; a conversation sparks a 
proposal; new ways are tried out; the office is rearranged; a unit meet
ing is called to discuss a problem; people are moved around; someone 
has an idea, which is taken up; things improve; things worsen. In the 
community, people renegotiate their mutual relationships and forms of 
participation. They reach their goals, they fall short. Friendships start, 
friendships are broken. Conflicts erupt, conflicts are resolved. Rumors 
spread, rumors are denied. Given the routine reputation of the job, the 
inherent, self-generated restlessness and inventiveness of the commu
nity is striking. 

Constant change is so much a part of day-to-day engagement in prac
tice that it largely goes unnoticed. Even when it causes a discontinuity 
or a crisis, it rarely leads to a breakdown. The community does not fall 
apart. Similarly, departures and arrivals are not just discontinuities. 
People are replaced; new recruits are progressively absorbed into the 
community as they start contributing to its practice. There is a stake in 
continuity - at the leve! of the institution, and at the leve! of the com
munity of practice as well. Everyone and everything concur to sustain 
this sense of continuity in the midst of discontinuities. This combina
tion of discontinuity and continuity creares a dynamic equilibrium that 
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can be construed, by participants and by the encompassing institution, 
as stable and as the same practice. 

Learning in practice 

Claims processors and managers rarely talk about the job as 
learning. They talk about change, about new ideas, about performance 
levels, about the old days. The concept of learning is not absent from 
the claims processing office, but it is used mainly for trainees. And yet, 
when 1 posed the question directly to them, claims processors all agreed 
that they were learning continually. One reason they do not think of 
their job as learning is that what they learn is their practice. Learning is 
not reified as an extraneous goal or as a special category of activity or 
membership. Their practice is not merely a context for learning some
thing else. Engagement in practice -in its unfolding, multidimensional 
complexity - is both the stage and the object, the road and the des
tination. What they learn is not a static subject matter but the very pro
cess of being engaged in, and participating in developing, an ongoing 
practice. 

If, from the characterization of the last chapter, practices are his
tories of mutual engagement, negotiation of an enterprise, and devel
opment of a shared repertoire, then learning in practice includes the 
following processes for the communities involved. 

• Evolvingforms of mutual engagement: discovering how to engage, what 
helps and what hinders; developing mutual relationships; defining 
identities, establishing who is who, who is good at what, who knows 
what, who is easy or hard to get along with. 

• Understanding and tuning their enterprise: aligning their engagement 
with it, and learning to become and hold each other accountable to it; 
struggling to define the enterprise and reconciling conflicting inter
pretations of what the enterprise is about. 

• Developing their repertoire, s~yles, and discourses: renegotiating the 
meaning of various elements; producing or adopting tools, artifacts, 
representations; recording and recalling events; inventing new terms 
and redefining or abandoning old ones; telling and retelling stories; 
creating and breaking routines. 

Although this perspective takes learning to be ongoing, it does not 
trivialize the concept by saying that everything we do is learning. Sig
nificant learning affects these dimensions of practice. It is what changes 
our ability to engage in practice, the understanding of why we engage 
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in it, and the resources we have at our disposal to do so. This kind of 
learning is not just a mental process - such as neurological memory, in
formation processing in the brain, or mechanical habituation2

- though 
mental processes are surely involved. Such learning has to do with the 
development of our practices and our ability to negotiate meaning. It is 
not just the acquisition of memories, habits, and skills, but the forma
tion of an identity. Our experience and our membership inform each 
other, pull each other, transform each other. We create ways of partici
pating in a practice in the very process of contributing to making that 
practice what it is. 

Emergent structure 

Learning is the engine of practice, and practice is the history 
of that leaming. As a consequence, communities of practice have life 
cycles that reflect such a process. They come together, they develop, 
they evolve, they disperse, according to the timing, the logic, the 
rhythms, and the social energy of their learning. Thus, unlike more 
formal types of organizational structures, it is not so clear where they 
begin and end. They do not have launching and dismissal dates. In this 
sense, a community of practice is a different kind of entity than, say, 
a task force or a team. Whereas a task force or a team starts with an 
assignment and ends with it, a community of practice may not congeal 
for a while after an assignment has started, and it may continue in un
official ways far beyond the original assignment. Based on joint learning 
rather than reified tasks that begin and end, a community of practice 
takes a while to come into being, and it can linger long after an official 
group is disbanded. 

To assert that learning is what gives rise to communities of practice 
is to say that learning is a source of social structure. But the kind of 
structure that this refers to is not an object, which exists in and of itself 
and can be separated from the process giving rise to it. Rather, it is an 
emergent structure.3 

Indeed, practice is ultimately produced by its members through the 
negotiation of meaning. The negotiation of meaning is an open process, 
with the constant potential for including new elements. It is also a re
covery process, with the constant potential for continuing, rediscover
ing, or reproducing the old in the new. The result is that, as an emergent 
structure, practice is at once highly perturbable and highly resilient. 

• The three dimensions of learning just described are interdependent 
and interlocked into a tight system. Each dimension can disrupt the 
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others. For instance, the inclusion of new members can, as 1 de
scribed earlier, create a ripple of new opportunities for mutual en
gagement; these new relationships can awaken new interests that 
translate into a renegotiation of the enterprise; and the process can 
produce a whole generation of new elements in the repertoire. Be
cause of this combination of an open process (the negotiation of 
meaning) and a tight system of interrelations, a small perturbation 
somewhere can rapidly have repercussions throughout the system.4 

Among claims processors, for instance, an interesting rumor will 
spread very fast and get everyone talking. So will a good idea from 
a respected so urce. 

• In a community of practice, mutual relationships, a carefully under
stood enterprise, and a well-honed repertoire are all investments 
that make sense with respect to each other. Participants have a stake 
in that investment because it becomes part of who they are. From 
that standpoint, practice is an investment in learning. The commu
nity then will tend to reorganize itself around novelty so that its in
vestment can be brought to bear. As the proverb goes, if you ha ve a 
hammer, the world looks like a nail. But for a community of practice, 
this is not just a matter of habits mechanically reproducing them
selves, though habits too must be taken into account because they 
have their place in the practice. More fundamentally, it is a matter 
of investment of one's identity and thus of negotiating enough con
tinuity to sustain an identity. From this perspective, practice is dif
ferent from a physical system, because people do not merely act indi
vidually or mechanically, but by negotiating their engagement with 
one another with respect to their shared practice and their inter
locked identities.5 

The combination of perturbability and resilience is a characteristic of 
adaptability. Learning involves a close interaction of order and chaos.6 

The continuity of an emergent structure derives not from stability but 
from adaptability. Indeed, as an emergent structure, practice is neither 
inherently stable nor inherently unstable. lt is not a structure that re
mains the same unless something is done to cause a change. But neither 
is it merely "messy" or disorderly, changing wildly and randomly un
less sorne externa! structuring is imposed on its unfolding? 

Stability and destabilization can occur, but they cannot be assumed. 
They must be explained. 

• Obviously, there can be factors of stability that affect the evolution of 
practice. Alinsu has built a whole apparatus of stability to ensure that 



98 Part 1: Practice 

claims are processed according to its policies with a strict consis
tency. Claims processors themselves have produced local policies to 
coordinate the treatment of specific clients. 1 have also argued that 
one participant with a disproportionate amount of power and influ
ence can create a kind of stability by discouraging negotiation. But 
stability requires work; it is not a default case that sustains itself un
less disturbed. lt requires as much work as transformation. 

• Conversely, there can be destabilizing events. When Alinsu decided 
to move sorne of its operations to a small town with a more favorable 
labor market, or when it installed its computer system, it caused se
rious disruptions in the practíce of claims processors. A hiring raid 
by a competitor that would cause the old-timers to quit would like
wise be a serious disruption. A whim of a person in power can throw 
things off. Destabilizing events do take place, but communities of 
practice reorganize their histories around them, developing specific 
responses to them that honor the continuity of their leaming. 

Change and learning, by contrast, are in the very nature of practice; 
they can be assumed to occur, but they always involve continuity as well 
as discontinuity. In dealing with communities of practice - whether 
living within one or being in charge of one - it is thus essential always 
to assume learning. Otherwise, practice may seem stubbornly stable or 
randomly transformable. 

• Someone who assumes stability but understands the need for change 
would regard communities of practice as a source of resistance. 

• Someone who assumes instability would be concerned that things 
left to themselves will slip into disorder, and may be tempted to 
devise overly detailed measures to maintain order. From this per
spective, practice is unreliable; it lacks structure and is therefore un
problematically malleable. 

Under both assumptions, seeking specific discontinuities or striving 
to maintain specific forms of stability may thus work against, rather 
than with, the change that is already taking place and the continuity 
that is already assured. The negotiation of meaning is never mere con
tinuity or mere discontinuity. Close scrutiny will usually reveal good 
reasons - functional or dysfunctional - for a practice to be the way it 
is, without having to resort to blanket assumptions of inherent stability 
or instability. In other words: it is a mistake to assume that practice is 
inherently a conservative force, and it is also a mistake to assume that 
practice is erratic or can be modified by decree. 
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Generational discontinuities 

The existence of a community of practice does not depend on 
a fixed membership. People move in and out. An essential aspect of any 
long-lived practice is the arrival of new generations of members. As 
long as membership changes progressively enough to allow for sus
tained generational encounters, newcomers can be integrated into the 
community, engage in its practice, and then - in their own way - per
petuare it. These encounters between generations are the aspect of 
practice that is most often understood as learning. Here 1 will argue 
that practice can be shared across generational discontinuities precisely 
because it already is fundamentally a social process of shared learning. 

Generational encounters 

In the claims processing center, the learning of newcomers 
is a recognized necessity. Being a trainee is a marked category, both 
during the training class and later, during an initial period in the com
munity. Because the company has an interest in maintaining the prac
tice, it has put in place an official process of selection and training to 
ensure that new recruits are going to work as old-timers do. The official 
training, however, is not the main locus of the generational encounter. 
Although the trainees have their class in a separate room, they are in 
the same offi.ce as their more established colleagues, take breaks in the 
same lounge, ride the same elevators, and use the same bathrooms. 
They quickly become part of the scene. And after they complete their 
classes and start working "on the floor," their integration into the com
munity of practice really begins. 

ETIENNE How do you think you gained [your own] understanding [of claims 
processing]? Was it from the training class? 

SHEILA Actually from doing the claims, I think. Actually the processing itself. 
MARY Yeah, more repetition, more times you do it. 
MAUREEN In training they give you the, whatever, justa feel for it. And then you 

go down there, and the more you do it, kind of, the more you under
stand. They don't actually tell us the contracts. 

ETIENNE Is it from doing it or from conversations with people? 
SHEILA Doing it, and then if you don't understand, you talk to somebody 

about it and they can explain it to you. And then you do it and you say 
"Oh yeah, that worked, you know, I get it now," or something. 

F or claims processors, the passage from classroom to actual process
ing is a difficult transition. These difficulties have prompted comments 
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that the training is too short. 1 would argue that the real problem líes in 
their difficulty in entering their new community of practice. Separated 
from their classmates, they have to get enough attention and create 
enough relationships with busy old-timers to gain access to the com
munity and its practice. Only then can they start to become full par
ticipants. Old-timers do spend energy introducing these newcomers 
into the actual practice of their community, but there is little official 
recognition for their efforts and they are under their own production 
pressures. So it may very well be that recognizing these efforts, en
couraging them, and otherwise facilitating the process would be more 
effective than extending the training. 

In our book on this topic, Jean Lave and 1 used the term "legitimare 
peripheral participation" to characterize the process by which newcom
ers become included in a community of practice. The term is a bit un
wieldy, but it does capture important conditions under which people 
can become members of communities of practice. We wanted to point 
out that the required learning takes place not so much through the re
ification of a currículum as through modified forms of participation that 
are structured to open the practice to nonmembers. Peripherality and 
legitimacy, we argued, were two types of modification required to make 
actual participation possible.8 

• Peripherality provides an approximation of full part!Clpation that 
gives exposure to actual practice. It can be achieved in various ways, 
including lessened intensity, lessened risk, special assistance, less
ened cost of error, close supervision, or lessened production pres
sures. It can involve explanations and stories, but there is a big dif
ference between a lesson that is about the practice but takes place 
outside of it, and explanations and stories that are part of the prac
tice and take place within it. Observation can be useful, but only as a 
prelude to actual engagement. To open up a practice, peripheral par
ticipation must provide access to all three dimensions of practice: to 
mutual engagement with other members, to their actions and their 
negotiation of the enterprise, and to the repertoire in use. No matter 
how the peripherality of initial participation is achieved, it must en
gage newcomers and provide a sense of how the community oper
ares. N o te that the currículum is then the community of practice it
self. Teachers, masters, and specific role models can be important, 
but it is by virtue of their membership in the community as a whole 
that they can play their roles. 



Chapter 3: Learning 101 

• In order to be on an inbound trajectory, newcomers must be granted 
enough legitimacy to be treated as potential members. If a commu
nity like that of claims processors rejected a newcomer for sorne rea
son, that person would have a hard time learning. Again, legitimacy 
can take many forros: being useful, being sponsored, being feared, 
being the right kind of person, having the right birth. A new squire 
may have only cleaned armors and fed horses. But the legitimacy 
granted by his birth was enough for the peripherality of his menial 
activities to warrant the prospect ofbecoming a knight. In traditional 
apprenticeship, the sponsorship of a master is usually required for 
apprentices to be able to have access to the practice. The standing of 
the master in the community is therefore crucial. Today, doctoral 
students have professors who give them entry into academic com
munities. Granting the newcomers legitimacy is important because 
they are likely to come short of what the community regards as com
petent engagement. Only with enough legitimacy can all their in
evitable stumblings and violations become opportunities for learning 
rather than cause for dismissal, neglect, or exclusion. 

Note that peripherality and legitimacy are achievements that involve 
both a community and its newcomers and that do not presuppose a gen
erational encounter free of conflicts; on the contrary, this perspective 
integra tes the generational encounter into the processes of negotiation 
by which a practice evolves. 1 have argued that communities of prac
tice are not havens of peace and that their evolution involves politics of 
both participation and reification. Generational differences add an edge 
to these politics by including the distinct perspectives that successive 
generations bring to bear on the history of a practice. The working out 
of these perspectives involves a dynamics of continuity and discontinu
ity that propels the practice forward. In Chapter 6 1 will expand on this 
issue and discuss the generational encounter in terms of trajectories 
and identities. 

Practice as learning 

There is a subtle point underlying the foregoing discussion. 
From this perspective, educational processes based (like apprentice
ship) on actual participation are effective in fostering learning not just 
because they are better pedagogical ideas, but more fundamentally 
because they are "epistemologically correct," so to speak. There is a 



102 Part 1: Practice 

match between knowing and learning, between the nature of compe
tence and the process by which it is acquired, shared, and extended. 

Practice is a shared history of learning that requires sorne catching 
up for joining. It is not an object to be handed down from one genera
tion to the next. Practice is an ongoing, social, interactional process, 
and the introduction of newcomers is merely a version of what practice 
already is. That members interact, do things together, negotiate new 
meanings, and learn from each other is already inherent in practice -
that is how practices evolve. In other words, communities of practice re
produce their membership in the same way that they come about in the 
first place. They share their competence with new generations through 
a version of the same process by which they develop. Special measures 
may be taken to open up the practice to newcomers, but the process of 
learning is not essentially different.9 
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Boundary 

In the previous chapter, 1 characterized commumt1es of practice as 
shared histories of learning. Over time, such histories create discon
tinuities between those who have been participating and those who 
have not. These discontinuities are revealed by the learning involved 
in crossing them: moving from one community of practice to another 
can demand quite a transformation. But practice does not create only 
boundaries. At the same time as boundaries form, communities of prac
tice develop ways of maintaining connections with the rest of the world. 

So far, 1 ha ve focused almost exclusive! y on communities of practice 
as if they were isolated. But that focus was artificial. Communities of 
practice cannot be considered in isolation from the rest of the world, or 
understood independently of other practices. Their various enterprises 
are closely interconnected. Their members and their artifacts are not 
theirs alone. Their histories are not just interna!; they are histories of 
articulation with the rest of the world. 

As a result, engagement in practice entails engagement in these ex
terna! relations. For a job like claims processing, which is considered by 
many to be relatively narrow, the range of related communities of prac
tice as well as constituencies without a shared practice is actually rather 
complex. It involves, among others, claims technicians, underwriters, 
system designers, and various levels of management at Alinsu; beyond 
the company, there are other claims processors, patients, benefit repre
sentatives, accounting clerks, and a variety of medica! and legal profes
sionals. Newcomers to claims processing quickly become initiated to 
this set of relations. Joining a community of practice involves entering 
not only its interna! configuration but also its relations with the rest of 
the world. 

Whereas the continuities and discontinuities of the previous chap
ter concerned the historical development of a practice, here 1 will talk 
about continuities and discontinuities in the sociallandscape defined by 
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the boundaries of various practices.1 I will use a structure similar to that 
of the previous chapter, rehearsing the themes of Chapters 1 and 2 as 
they relate to issues of boundary. 

1) I will discuss how participation and reification act as sources of 
social discontinuity and as connections that can create continu
ities across boundaries. 

2) I will then consider communities of practice themselves, both 
as sources of boundary and contexts for creating connections. 

3) I will end by looking at the social landscape created by the 
weaving of boundaries and peripheries. 

Here I will focus on continuities and discontinuities defined through 
practice. In other words, I will focus on the local constitution and 
crossing of boundaries. But the relations of communities of practice to 
the rest of the world are not only local. In Part 11, I will introduce mech
anisms by which communities of practice can define themselves in 
broader contexts, such as contributing to a broader enterprise or be
longing to an organization. 

The duality of boundary relations 

Participation and reification can both contribute to the discon
tinuity of a boundary. In sorne cases, the boundary of a community of 
practice is reified with explicit markers of membership, such as titles, 
dress, tattoos, degrees, or initiation rites. Of course, the degree to which 
these markers actually act as boundary depends on their effect on par
ticipation. Moreover, the absence of obvious markers does not imply 
the absence or the looseness of boundaries. The status of outsider can 
be reified in subtle and not so subtle ways- through barriers to partic
ipation- without a reification ofthe boundary itself. On the school play
ground, the unmarked but sharp boundary of a dique can be a cruel 
reality, one for which well-meaning parents and teachers are of little 
help. The nuances and the jargon of a professional group distinguish 
the inside from the outside as much as do certificates. Not having the 
style and the connections can be as detrimental to an ambitious em
ployee as the lack of a degree from a major business school. A "glass 
ceiling" is sometimes more impenetrable in practice than any official 
policy or entrance requirement. 

At the same time, however, participation and reification can also 
create continuities across boundaries, as illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

r 
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Figure 4.1. Participation and reification as connections. 

• The products of reification can cross boundaries and en ter different 
practices. Alinsu 's office building, for instance, is part of the practice 
of claims processors, but it is also part of the practices of architects, 
city planners, postal employees, maintenance personnel, real estate 
and financia! professionals. lt is appropriated and reified in different 
ways in each of these practices. As an artifact, the building is a nexus 
of perspectives, and on various occasions can provide a form of coor
dination among these perspectives. 

• We can participate in multiple communities of practice at once. 
Among claims processors, the unit supervisor belongs both to local 
management and to her own unit. Spanning that boundary is one of 
her main functions. Whether or not we are actively trying to sustain 
connections among the practices involved, our experience of multi
membership always has the potential of creating various forms of 
continuity among them. 

1 will start m y discussion of these issues by presenting two types of 
connections: 

1) boundary objects - artifacts, documents, terms, concepts, and 
other forms of reification around which communities of prac
tice can organize their interconnections 

2) brokering- connections provided by people who can introduce 
elements of one practice into another. 
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Through these two forros of connections, practices influence each 
other, and the politics of participation and reification extend beyond 
their boundaries. 

Boundary objects 

Sociologist of science Leigh Star coined the term boundary ob
ject to describe objects that serve to coordina te the perspectives of var
ious constituencies for sorne purpose.2 In this sense, the claim forros 
that arrive in the office translate medica! consultations and services into 
reports that can be processed. This standardized reification serves as a 
coordinating mechanism between claims processors and different- and 
largely disjoint - constituencies, sorne of whích are communities of 
practice, sorne of which are not. In this sense, these claim forros are 
used as boundary objects that connect the practice of claims processing 
with the rest of the world. 

More generally, reification lies at the heart of claims processing and 
its relations with the world. In a narrow but- at sorne level- real sense, 
claims processing is an informatíon-processing function. The job of 
claims processors is to take sorne standardized information about med
ica! services and then transform this information - using other avail
able information about contracts, regulations, and procedures - into 
information about payments due. Even the checks eventually issued 
are physically printed and dispatched somewhere else. The thrust of 
much of what is happening in the office is to make tractable the infor
mation necessary to perform this transformation: forros and manuals of 
all kinds, streams of memos, thick ringbinders, lists, reference books, 
medica! dictionaries, the computer system with its enormous d~ta 

bases, and, beyond Alinsu, administrative and medica! records that are 
only a phone call away. As a result of dealing with standardized infor
mation, claims processors - like many of their peers in parallel service 
industries- ha ve only an indirect relation to the meanings of their work 
in the broader world. They process claíms submitted by people they do 
not know and whose medica! conditions they have never witnessed; 
they receive reports about medica! procedures in which they have not 
been involved; they enforce contracts in order to sustain relations to 
which they are not parties; and they compute amounts of money earned 
and spent in circumstances about which they have no idea. 

Even though claims processors are not connected in very direct ways 
to the content of the claims they process, they are still able to do their 
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work. In arder to make this possible, the office is replete with boundary 
objects that connect its function with a wide range of communities of 
practice and constituencies without a specific shared practice. One 
could picture the claims processing office as a walled computation cen
ter, with parades of carefully crafted boundary objects being shipped in 
and out, in and out.3 

These connections are reificative, not in the sense that they do not in
volve participation, but that they use forms of reification to bridge dis
joint forms of participation. As a result, these boundary objects both 
connect and disconnect. They enable coordination, but they can do so 
without actually creating a bridge between the perspectives and the 
meanings of various constituencies. 

In everyday life we constantly deal with artifacts that connect us in 
various ways to communities of practice to which we do not belong. 
The kind of standardization of information typical of a claim form is 
only one of a number of characteristics that Leigh Star discusses as 
enabling artifacts to act as boundary objects. 

1) Modulari~y: each perspective can attend to one specific portian 
of the boundary object (e.g., a newspaper is a heterogeneous 
collection of articles that has something for each reader). 

2) Abstraction: all perspectives are served at once by deletion of 
features that are specific to each perspective (e.g., a map ab
stracts from the terrain only certain features such as distance 
and elevation). 

3) Accommodation: the boundary object lends itself to various ac
tivities (e.g., the office building can accommodate the various 
practices of its tenants, its caretakers, its owners, and so forth). 

4) Standardization: the information contained in a boundary ob
ject is in a prespecified form so that each constituency knows 
how to deal with it locally (for example, a questionnaire that 
specifies how to provide sorne information by answering cer
tain questions). 

A boundary object is not necessarily an artifact or encoded infor
mation. A forest can be a boundary object around which hikers, logging 
interests, conservationists, biologists, and owners organize their per
spectives and seek ways of coordinating them. Not all objects are bound
ary objects, whether by design or in their use. Nevertheless, to the 
degree that they belong to multiple practices, they are nexus of perspec
tives and thus carry the potential ofbecoming boundary objects if those 
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perspectives need to be coordinated. When a boundary object serves 
multiple constituencies, each has only partial control over the inter
pretation of the object. For instance, an author has jurisdiction over 
what is written, but readers have jurisdiction over what it comes to 
mean to them. Jurisdiction over various aspects of a boundary object is 
thus distributed among the constituencies involved, and using an arti
fact as a boundary object requires processes of coordination and trans
lation between each form of partial jurisdiction. 

Because artifacts can appear as self-contained objects, it is easy to 
overlook that they are in fact nexus of perspectives, and that it is often 
in the meeting of these perspectives that artifacts obtain their mean
ings. If one writes a memo for wide distribution, for instance, it is easy 
to assume that the memo tells its story and to overlook that the mean
ings to which it gives rise are in fact a function of the relations between 
the practices involved. When a person reads the memo, what is really 
going on involves not merely a relation between the person and the 
memo, but also a relation between communities of practice: those 
where the memo originated and those to which the person belongs. 
The problem of communication is then one of both participation and 
reification, to be dealt with in terms of opportunities for the negotia
tion of meaning within and among communities of practice. 

In this context, the design of artifacts - documents, systems, tools -
is often the design of boundary objects. When designers of computer 
systems, for instance, are concerned about issues of use, they often talk 
about "the user," a generic term of mythical proportions in their jar
gon. From this perspective, "use" is a relation between a user and an 
artifact. But that user engages in certain practices and is thus a mem
ber of certain communities of practice. Artifacts, then, are boundary 
objects, and designing them is designing for participation rather than 
just use. The crucial issue is the relationship between the practices of 
design and the practices of use. Connecting the communities in volved, 
understanding practices, and managing boundaries become fundamen
tal design tasks.4 It is then imperative to consider a broader range of 
connections beyond the artifact itself, both to reconcile various per
spectives in the nexus and to take advantage of their diversity. 

Brokering 

Not all the connections of claims processing to other practices 
are through reification. For instance, the supervisor of the local techni-
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cal unit, who had transferred to the claims processing center from an
other office, noticed that a procedure had been interpreted differently. 
He was able to understand the difference and to convince everyone to 
adopt the interpretation of his old u ni t. 1 will call this use of multimem
bership to transfer sorne element of one practice into another brokering. 
This is a term that my colleague Penelope Eckert introduced to de
scribe how school kids constantly introduce new ideas, new interests, 
new styles, and new revelations into their clique.5 Note that multimem
bership does not entail brokering. There are forms of participation that 
we keep separate. 

Brokering is a common feature of the relation of a community of 
practice with the outside. Employees at companies that have strict 
safety programs often bring their learning home and make their under
standing about safety part of family practice - for instance, noting exit 
signs or wearing protective glasses.6 Inside organizations, people in 
charge of special projects across functional units often find themselves 
brokering? The role of managers is often construed in terms of direct
ing people, but it is worth noting that a good part of their activities 
have more to do with brokering across boundaries between practices. 

Brokers are able to make new connections across communities of 
practice, enable coordination, and - if they are good brokers - open 
new possibilities for meaning. Although we all do sorne brokering, my 
experience is that certain individuals seem to thrive on being brokers: 
they !ove to create connections and engage in "import-export," and so 
would rather stay at the boundaries of many practices than move to 
the core of any one practice. 

The job of brokering is complex. It in vol ves processes of translation, 
coordination, and alignment between perspectives. It requires enough 
legitimacy to influence the development of a practice, mobilize atten
tion, and address conflicting interests.8 It also requires the ability to link 
practices by facilitating transactions between them, and to cause learn
ing by introducing into a practice elements of another. Toward this 
end, brokering provides a participative connection - not because rei
fication is not involved, but because what brokers press into service to 
connect practices is their experience of multimembership and the pos
sibilities for negotiation inherent in participation. 

Brokering often entails ambivalent relations of multimembership. 
For the supervisor of the claims processing unit, spanning the bound
ary between workers and management is not always comfortable. She 
belongs at the same time to both practices and to neither. She is not 

(: 
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quite a manager, either in management's eyes or in the eyes of claims 
processors, who think of her as "just a glorified processor." Neverthe
less, her position of authority isolates her to a substantial extent from 
the rest of the unit. 

Uprootedness is an occupational hazard of brokering. Beca use com
munities of practice focus on their own enterprise, boundaries can lack 
the kind of negotiated understanding found at the core of practices 
about what constitutes competence. That makes it difficult to recognize 
or assess the val u e of brokering. As a consequence, brokers sometimes 
interpret the uprootedness associated with brokering in personal terms 
of individual adequacy. Reinterpreting their experience in terms of 
the occupational hazards of brokering is useful both for them and for 
the communities involved. lt can also allow brokers to recognize one 
another, seek companionship, and perhaps develop shared practices 
around the enterprise of brokering. That is one way people can deal 
with uprootedness. 

Brokers must often avoid two opposite tendencies: being pulled in to 
become full members and being rejected as intruders. Indeed, their 
contributions líe precisely in being neither in nor out. Brokering there
fore requires an ability to manage carefully the coexistence of member
ship and nonmembership, yielding enough distance to bring a different 
perspective, but also enough legitimacy to be listened to. 

Complementary connecúons 

Participation and reification can each creare connections across 
boundaries, but they provide distinct channels of connection. The shar
ing of objects does not imply overlaps in participation, and participants 
in multiple communities do not necessarily carry their paraphernalia 
from one to the other. Participation and reification provide very dif
ferent sorts of connections and present dífferent characteristics, advan
tages, and problems, reflecting their complementarity. 

Reificative connections can transcend the spatiotemporallimitations 
inherent in particípatíon. We cannot be all over the world, but we can 
read the newspaper. We cannot líve in the past, but we can wonder at 
monuments left behind by long-gone practices. In this respect, reifica
tive connections afford seemingly limitless possibilities. But the ambigu
ity inherent in reification presents new challenges when this ambiguity 
is uprooted from the practices in which it functions as an interactional 
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resource. With no (or limited) mutual engagement, one must carefully 
consider the potentials and limits of reification: 

1) the ability of reification to travel, that is, to break free from the 
physical limitations of mutual engagement and spread widely 
(e.g., a piece ofinformation on the Internet)- but also the lim
ited distance that reification, if unaccompanied by people, can 
in fact travel through time and space without the risk of diver
gent interpretations 

2) the ambiguity that allows reification to accommodate different 
viewpoints - but also the possible misunderstandings and in
compatible assumptions that can remain undetected 

3) the ability of reification to make people take a stand by requir
ing interpretation and coordination (e.g., a new policy) - but 
also the risk of its embodying and thus reinforcing the very 
boundaries it is meant to cross ( e.g., the language of the policy 
is typical of its authors' reputation and serves only to confirm 
the cynicism of the intended audience). 

Participative connections offer possibilities for negotiation that can 
give them the vivid character of a vicarious experience. We know all 
about rock climbing because our best friend is a fanatic; we have a per
sonal sense of Sudanese culture beca use our neighbors are from there; 
we are privy to the questions, the mysteries, and the politics of micro
biology beca use we usually ha ve lunch with a group of microbiologists 
in the lab's cafeteria; we go to school with our children during supper 
time; we are half a mason, half a lawyer, half a nurse, or half an engi
neer, because our better half is the real thing. But our knowledge of 
these practices inherits the partiality of those who give us peripheral 
access to them: 

1) no single member is fully representative of the practice as a 
whole 

2) what people remember depends on their experience of the 
moment 

3) in the absence of the practice and the rest of the community, 
isolated representatives cannot fully act and function as they 
do when engaged in actual practice. 

In order to take advantage of the complementarity of participation 
and reification, it is often a good idea to have artifacts and people travel 
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together. Accompanied artifacts stand a better chance ofbridging prac
tices. A document can give a less partial view of a topic, and a person 
can help interpret the document and negotiate its relevance. When 
combined, the ambiguity of reification and the partiality of participa
tion can compensate for each other by becoming productive interac
tional resources. Given enough legitimacy, visitors with a carefully 
composed paraphernalia of artifacts can provide a substantial connec
tion indeed. 

Boundary encounters and the negotiation of meaning 

Boundary encounters - such as meetings, conversations, and 
visits- can take various forms, which are illustrated in Figure 4.2. Each 
form can serve a different purpose. In terms of negotiation of meaning, 
the connecting effects of boundary encounters depends on the distri
bution of interna! and boundary relations among those involved. 

• A one-on-one conversation between two members of two commu
nities involves only the boundary relation between them. The ad
vantage of such prívate conversations is that interlocutors are by 
themselves and can therefore be candid about their own practices in 
an effort to advance the boundary relation. As 1 have remarked, 
though, the connection created is hostage to the partiality of each 
interlocutor. 

• One way to enrich the boundary encounter is to visit a practice. This 
kind of immersion provides a broader exposure to the community 
of practice being visited and to how its members engage with one 
another. By themselves, visitors must "background" their home 
membership in order to advance the boundary relation and Ihaxi
mize exposure to or influence on the practice of the visited commu
nity. This process, however, provides mostly a one-way connection. 
The host practice is unlikely to witness in any significant way how 
visitors function in their home practice. 

• When delegations of a number of participants from each community 
are involved in an encounter, the negotiation of meaning takes place 
at the same time among members within each practice and across the 
boundary. Keeping the negotiation of meaning alive along these 
multiple dimensions at the same time has two advantages. 

1) N egotiating the meaning of elements from the other si de can 
be accomplished by a process of negotiation within a practice
that is, with outsiders and among insiders at the same time. 
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'/ • 
one-on-one immersion delegations 

Figure 4.2. Types of boundary encounter. 

2) This process allows each side to get a sense ofhow the negotia-
tion of meaning takes place in the other community. 

Delegations do provide two-way connections, but the problem with 
this arrangement is that participants may cling to their own interna! 
relations, perspectives, and ways of thinking. 

Here, 1 described boundary encounters as single or discrete events that 
provide connections. But connections can also be longer-lived and thus 
become part of a practice, a possibility to which 1 now turn. 

Practice as connection 

Practice is the source of its own boundary through all three 
dimensions introduced in Chapter 2. 

1) Participants form close relationships and develop idiosyncratic 
ways of engaging with one another, which outsiders cannot 
easily enter. 

2) They have a detailed and complex understanding of their en
terprise as they define it, which outsiders may not share. 

3) They have developed a repertoire for which outsiders m1ss 
shared references. 

Note that the boundary is not only for outsiders; it also keeps insiders 
in. When pursuing an enterprise, it makes sense to spend time in mutual 
engagement with others who also pursue it, and to ignore what is not 
directly relevant to it in terms of interests and resources. Even when 
interacting with an outsider, it may make sense to gloss over difficult 
points and not waste energy engaging them with interna! issues. 
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boundary practices overlaps peripheries 

Figure 4.3. Types of connection provided by practice. 

In addition to being a so urce of boundary for outsiders and insiders, 
practice can a1so become a form of connection. Practice has the advan
tage of offering something to do together, sorne productive enterprise 
around which to negotiate diverging meanings and perspectives. People 
can engage in practice rather than simply talk about it. Over time, the 
connection itself gains a history: 

1) sustained mutual engagement builds relationships 
2) maintaining connections becomes part of the enterprise 
3) the repertoire begins to include boundary elements that articu-

la te the forms of membership in volved. 

In all these ways, practice can offer connections that go beyond bound
ary encounters. 1 will describe three ways that practice itself can be
come a connection: boundary practices, overlaps, and peripheries (see 
Figure 4.3). 

Boundary practices 

The first type of practice-based connection 1 will describe is an 
identifiable boundary practice. If a boundary encounter - especially of 
the delegation variety - becomes established and provides an ongoing 
forum for mutual engagement, then a practice is likely to start emerg
ing. lts enterprise is to deal with boundaries and sustain a connection 
between a number of other practices by addressing conflicts, reconcil
ing perspectives, and finding resolutions. The resulting boundary prac
tice becomes a form of collective brokering. 

Boundary practices are common in organizations; examples include 
task forces, executive committees, and cross-functional teams. In the 
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claims processing center, the office managers and the representatives 
from the regional headquarters coordinated local activities with the rest 
of the corporation through a boundary practice, though not much of 
what they did was shared with claims processors. Boundary practices 
can be less official. Engineers of a supplier company working with en
gineers of a customer company may over time create a community of 
practice that reflects deep working relations and creates an indispens
able bridge between their respective practices- and between the organ
izations to the point of blurring allegiances. 

The idea of a boundary practice works only if the process does not 
become completely self-involved. Boundary practices combine partici
pation and reification, and thus solve sorne ofthe problems ofboundary 
objects and isolated brokers. Yet, they present the danger of gaining so 
much momentum of their own that they become insulated from the 
practices they are supposed to connect. One way to look at training 
classes, for instance, is as boundary practices between sorne communi
ties and the rest of the world. But if their practices cease to be boundary 
practices then they fail to create connections to anything beyond them
selves. One teacher, isolated from other practitioners and immersed in 
classroom issues, ceases to be representa ti ve of anything else; and arti
facts gain local meanings that do not point anywhere. 

Becoming a community of practice in its own right is a risk ofbound
ary practices that may thwart their roles in creating connections - but 
this risk is also their potential. Many long-lived communities of prac
tice have their origin in an attempt to bring two practices together. 
New scientific disciplines, for instance, are often born of the interaction 
of established ones, a fact sometimes reflected in their unwieldy names: 
sociolinguistics, biochemistry, neuropsychoimmunology. It is difficult 
to establish criteria for what is valuable at the fringes of established 
practices, and the burgeoning of promising new practices is not always 
easy to recognize because they do not fit well within existing regimes of 
accountability. 

Overlaps 

The second type of practice-based connection does not require 
a specific boundary enterprise, but is provided by a direct and sustained 
overlap between two practices. 1 will illustrate this idea with a story 
from the claims processing center. Two types of employees process 
claims at Alinsu. Claims processors do the bulk ofthe claims; and claims 
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technicians take care of special claims, which processors cannot or are 
not allowed to de al with beca use of the extensive research, legal issues, 
or very large amounts of money involved. A processor who finds such 
a claim refers it to the technical unit. 

It used to be that every claims processing unit had its resident claims 
technicians. Even though the technician's primary allegiance was to a 
different community of practice - that of their technical colleagues -
they were physically working among the claims processors who refer
red cases to them. The situation worked well, but management became 
concerned that technicians were too spread out to handle claims uni
formly and so decided to group them together in their own office. The 
intent was that they could then communicate better and probably han
die cases more uniformly. 

In this new situation, claims to be referred to the technical unit were 
just dumped in a basket, collected once a day, processed by a techni
cian, and later returned with instructions about what actions to take. 
A new problem developed, however. In their own office, technicians 
were becoming increasingly isolated. They were losing their awareness 
of the problems faced by claims processors, and they were unable to 
share their wisdom with claims processors in order to enable them to 
handle more claims themselves. Without the reassurance of direct con
tacts with the technical unit and because of the threat of "voids" by 
quality review, claims processors started to refer any claim that pre
sented even the slightest problem. The technical unit was becoming in
undated with claims that, under the old arrangement, would not have 
been referred at all. 

After a few years, the technical unit became so overwhelmed with 
claim referrals that management was compelled to send the technicians 
back on the floor. The technicians agreed because - even though tney 
enjoyed their isolation- they had to acknowledge that the problem was 
real. But they decided to remain a unit of their own, with their own re
lations, their own practice, their own meetings, and their own adminis
trative structure. They joined claims processing units in small groups, 
so they had each other at hand, and they all kept in touch regularly as 
a technical unit. In addition, they also participated in the life of their 
"unit of residence," engaging in conversations, answering questions, 
and attending unit meetings. Claims processors who had a problem 
that called for technical help could now walk the claim up to the desk 
of one of their technicians, discuss the problem, and try to resolve it 



Chapter 4: Boundary 117 

together. They would lea ve the claim with the technician only if sorne 
research had to be carried out or if sorne other technical task was nec
essary. Once that task was accomplished - by the technician usually or 
perhaps by a colleague with special expertise - the technician was again 
able to discuss the results with the claims processor rather than just 
write down an instruction. Beca use the presence of technicians among 
claims processors again provided an overlap between these two com
munities of practice, claims processors were able to handle a broader 
spectrum of claims themselves. 

The participation of the claims technicians in specific units did not 
merge the two communities. They remained distinct, with distinct en
terprises and distinct practices. But their engagement in both commu
nities at once created not so much an identifiable boundary practice as 
an overlap between their practices. In assembling the technicians in 
one place, management had overlooked the amount of learning, for 
both communities, enabled by this overlap. 

Peripheries 

The third type of practice-based connection is the opening of 
a periphery. Communities of practice can connect with the rest of the 
world by providing peripheral experiences - of the kind 1 argued new
comers need - to people who are not on a trajectory to become full 
members. The idea is to offer them various forms of casual but legiti
mate access to a practice without subjecting them to the demands of 
full membership. This kind of peripherality can include observation, 
but it can also go beyond mere observation and involve actual forms 
of engagement. 

The periphery of a practice is thus a region that is neither fully inside 
nor fully outside, and surrounds the practice with a degree of permea
bility. Professional communities of practice, for instance, often orga
nize themselves to let outsiders in to sorne extent, usually in the course 
of providing or receiving a service, but also in efforts of public relations 
or under requirements of public scrutiny. Good architects, for instance, 
will discuss the reasons for their designs with their clients. Trials will 
be public or even broadcast on television. 

The ability to have multiple levels of involvement is an important 
characteristic of communities of practice, one that presents opportu
nities for learning both for outsiders and for communities. lndeed, 
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beca use it is defined by engagement rather than a reification of mem
bership, a community of practice can offer multiple, more or less pe
ripheral forms of participation. 

From this perspective, a community of practice is a node of mutual 
engagement that becomes progressively looser at the periphery, with 
layers going from core membership to extreme peripherality. The inter
action of all these levels affords multiple and diverse opportunities for 
learning. Different participants contribute and benefit differently, de
pending on their relations to the enterprise and the community. 

In fact, combining these layers is a source of dynamism. I have ar
gued in the previous chapter that practice is both perturbable and resil
ient. As a consequence, the periphery is a very fertile area for change: 

1) it is partly outside and thus in contact with other views 
2) it is partly inside and so perturbations are likely to propagate. 

The practice then develops as the community constantly renegotiates 
the relations between its core and its periphery. 

The landscape of practice 

As communities of practice differentiate themselves and also 
interlock with each other, they constitute a complex sociallandscape of 
shared practices, boundaries, peripheries, overlaps, connections, and 
encounters. I want to conclude with two points that are by now rather 
obvious but cannot be overstated. First, the texture of continuities and 
discontinuities of this landscape is defined by practice, not by institu
tional affiliation; second, the landscape so defined is a weaving of both 
boundaries and peripheries. 

Practice as boundary 

Because communities of practice define themselves through 
engagement in practice, they are essentially informal. By "informal" 1 
do not mean that the practice is disorganized or that communities of 
practice never ha ve any formal status. What 1 mean is that, since the life 
of a community of practice as it unfolds is, in essence, produced by its 
members through their mutual engagement, it evolves in organic ways 
that tend to escape formal descriptions and control. The landscape of 
practice is therefore not congruent with the reified structures of insti-
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tutional affiliations, divisions, and boundaries. lt is not independent of 
these institutional structures, but neither is it reducible to them. 

• On the one handl the boundaries of communities of practice do not 
necessarily follow institutional boundaries, because membership is 
not defined by institutional categories. Who belongs and who does 
not, how the boundaries are defined, and what kinds of periphery are 
open are all matters of engagement in practice o ver time, of the need 
to get things done, and of the formation of viable identities. 

• On the other hand, an institutional boundary does not necessarily 
outline a community of practice. Careful scrutiny of its day-to-day 
existence may reveal that a work group, classroom, committee, or 
neighborhood does not actually constitute a community of practice. 
It may consist of multiple communities of practice, or it may not 
ha ve developed enough of a practice of its own. 

An institutional boundary may therefore correspond to one commu
nity of practice, to a number of them, or to none at all. In addition, 
communities of practice can also be found spread throughout organi
zations (e.g., a community of practice of specialists in one area of ex
pertise who work in different units but manage to stay in close contact) 
or straddling the boundaries of organizations (e.g., communities of 
practice formed around an emerging technology by professionals from 
competing companies). Communities of practice that bridge institu
tional boundaries are often critica! to getting things done in the context 
of- and sometimes in spite of- bureaucratic rigidities. 

Thus, even when communities of practice live and define themselves 
within an institutional context, their boundaries may or may not co
incide with institutional boundaries. And even when communities of 
practice are formed more or less along institutional boundaries, they en
tertain all sorts of relations of peripherality that blur those boundaries. 
Institutional boundaries draw clear distinctions between inside and out
side. By contrast, boundaries of practice are constantly renegotiated, 
defining much more fluid and textured forms of participation. 

Boundaries and peripheries 

The terms boundaries and peripheries both refer to the "edges" 
of communities of practice, to their points of contact with the rest of the 
world, but they emphasize different aspects. Boundaries - no matter 
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how negotiable or unspoken - refer to discontinuities, to lines of dis
tinction between inside and outside, membership and nonmembership, 
inclusion and exclusion. Peripheries - no matter how narrow - refer to 
continuities, to areas of overlap and connections, to windows and meet
ing places, and to organized and casual possibilities for participation 
offered to outsiders or newcomers. 

Boundaries and peripheries are woven together. 1 was allowed to 
en ter the community of practice of claims processors with an openness 
that at times felt like full participation, but every so often elements 
of boundary would creep in to remind me that 1 was an outsider: an 
expression 1 could not understand, a mistrusting look from the super
visor, a reference to a past event, someone 's panicking concern about 
production quotas (to which 1 was not subjected), or even a claims pro
cessor 's sigh of relief at five o'clock when 1 knew that 1 still had to go 
to my office and type up my notes. 

Peripherality is thus an ambiguous position. Practice can be guarded 
just as it can be made available; membership can seem a daunting pros
pect just as it can constitute a welcoming invitation; a community of 
practice can be a fortress just as it can be an open door. Peripherality 
can be a position where access to a practice is possible, but it can also 
be a position where outsiders are kept from moving further inward. 

The access that claims processors have to medical professionals, 
medical records, and medical jargon as a matter of routine is a form 
of periphery that does affect their own doctor-patient relations. But 

their own experience of their peripheral access to medical practices 
reflects all the ambivalence of peripherality, as illustrated by the fol
lowing dialogue. 

ETIENNE Docs that make a difference for you now, when you go scc a doctor. 
Do you feel different? 

MAUREEN No. 
SHEILA Well, you know more about what they are talking about. 1 think it's 

... when 1 went to the dentist yesterday, he told me that this joint and 
everything is kind of weak. And 1 knew exactly it was TMJ. 1 knew ex
actly. The way he was wording it. 

MAUREEN You're sort of, self-diagnosing yourself. 
SHEILA Yeah, exactly. 1 think 1 pay more attention going to the doctor. Look 

at all these people who get sick, you know, maybe 1 should go. Maybe, 
1 don't know if ... 1 haven't gone to the doctor in a long time, so. 

MAUREEN You read an operative report. "Oh, 1 think 1 got this," you know. 
SHEILA Or 1 think 1 get to be a hypochondriac. Oh, that sounds Iike me, better 

go to the doctor. 
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Claims processors do not become doctors. In fact, they usually keep 
a low profile about the know1edge they gain through their periphera1 
access to medical information. An old-timer, who was the mother of a 
young child, told me that knowing all the terms and having read many 
reports gave her critical insights into the work of the medical profes
sionals she dealt with. Yet, with a tacit awareness of her need to coop
erare in maintaining a traditional doctor-patient relation, she also 
confided that she usually tried not to show her own knowledge and not 
to ask too many technical questions. Along with the periphery, the 
boundary clearly remained. By weaving boundaries and peripheries, a 
landscape of practice forms a complex texture of distinction and associ
ation, possibilities and impossibilities, opening and closing, limits and 
latitude, gates and entries, participation and non-participation. 



Chapter S 

Locality 

Is claims processing in general a community of practice? Should any 
work group be considered a community of practice? What about a whole 
company? What about an academic department ora classroom? What 
about a single individual or a family? What about a couple of lovers 
who see each other once a week or an older couple who have lived their 
entire Iives together? What about a hitchhiker and a motorist who share 
a ride? What about a nation, Asians, or the English-speaking world? 
What about the commuters on a transit system or the theater-going 
crowd in New York? What about a tribe of mountain gorillas? Sorne of 
these configurations fit the concept of community of practice squarely, 
sorne are more or less marginal cases, and sorne really stretch the idea. 

Calling every imaginable social configuration a community of prac
tice would render the concept meaningless. On the other hand, encum
bering the concept with too restrictive a definition would only make 
it Iess useful. It is not necessary, for instance, to develop a simple met
ric that would yield a clear-cut answer for each of the social configura
tions just listed by specifying exact ranges of size, duration, proximity, . 
amount of interaction, or types of activities. 

1 find it more important to explore, as 1 have done so far, the perspec
tive that underlies the concept of practice, and thus develop a frame
work by which to articulate to what degree, in which ways, and to what 
purpose it is ( or is not) use fu! to view a social configuration as a com
munity of practice. In this chapter, 1 will build on what 1 ha ve done so 
far to clarify a bit more explicitly how the concept of community of 
practice constitutes a leve! of analysis. 

1) 1 will first discuss the locality of practice and the seo pe of rele
vance of the concept of community of practice. 

2) 1 will then introduce the concept of a constellation of practices 
as a simple way to start considering other levels of analysis. 

122 
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3) Finally, 1 will discuss the interactions between the local and the 
global as suggested by different levels of analysis. 

Though 1 will start to speak about different levels of analysis in this 
chapter, 1 will still do so strictly in terms of engagement in practice, 
again leaving for Part 11 the discussion of other processes. Talking about 
other levels of social structure has two advantages. 

1) Equipped with related alterna ti ves, one is less tempted to try 
to account for everything by stretching the relevance of one 
single concept (such as community of practice) beyond recog
nition or usefulness. 

2) At the same time, such related alternatives give the concept 
more distinctiveness by contrast and more systematicity by lo
cating it within a broader framework. 

The 1oca1ity of practice 

Different ways of looking at the world reveal different sources 
of continuity and discontinuity. Focusing on one leve! of structure or 
another brings out distinctions that are relevant for a given purpose. 
1 have considered claims processors who work together a community 
of practice beca use 1 was interested in understanding how they made 
sense of their daily activities at work. They ha ve a sustained history of 
mutual engagement. They negotiate with one another what they are 
doing there, how they should behave, their relation with the company, 
and the meanings of the artifacts they use. They ha ve developed local 
routines and artifacts to support their work together. They know who 
to ask when they need help. And they introduce into their community 
new trainees who want to become proficient at their practice. 

There were other configurations that 1 could ha ve considered: friend
ship groups of two or three claims processors who sometimes go to 
lunch together, the entire office, or the profession of claims processing 
as a whole. All are reasonable candidates as the home base of a practice. 

1) Going to lunch can become a routine, with conversations that 
refer to past ones or even extend over a number of days. 

2) The office has established procedures, rules, and regulations 
that everyone must adhere to; people are transferred among 
units, and friendships are established. 

3) As a profession, claims processing is probably not all that differ
ent at Alinsu's competitors. 
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In all three cases, there is an experience of participation: the animated 
discussions at lunch, the rather intima te atmosphere of the office Christ
mas party, and the development of professional identities all reflect a 
sense of belonging. Yet there are factors that weaken the case of all 
three candidates. 

• The lunch groups are not very steady and do not build up into con
versations, relationships, enterprises, and shared histories that are 
distinct from broader participation in the unit. 

• Although the entire office follows similar patterns, each unit is self
contained enough to develop its own practices. On a day-to-day ba
sis, the office as a whole is more a physical and organizational context 
for the job than a focus of engagement by claims processors. 

• Similarly, the profession of claims processing is mostly an abstrac
tion, and its regularities have little todo with the mutual engagement 
of claims processors. Except for brief phone conversations with col
leagues at other companies and the prospect of other employment, 
the profession does not enter as a significant component in their daily 
work. Processors do not seek to know very much about the history 
of their trade in general; this history is delivered to them mostly in 
the forro of company policies. 

Although there are arguments in favor of the three candidates just 
discussed, 1 would not consider the whole company a good candidate 
for a community of practice. Not only is Alinsu as a company a rather 
distant abstraction for claims processors, but it is also composed of very 
different (and largely disconnected) practices. The same can be said 
about the less gigantic business division, and even the smaller regional 
organization to which their office reports. It would be stretching the . 
definition quite thin to consider any of these levels of organization a 
community of practice, even though all are social configurations in 
which claims processors are implicated at sorne level, and even though 
claims processors ha ve a clear sense that their work is part of these con
figurations. In fact, viewing these levels of aggregation as communi
ties of practice would likely be misleading because it would overlook 
the multiplicity and the substantial disconnectedness of the perspec
tives involved. 

A le·vel of analysis 

As an analytical tool, the concept of community of practice is a 
midlevel category. It is neither a specific, narrowly defined activity or 
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interaction nor a broadly defined aggregate that is abstractly historical 
and social. 

• Viewing a specific interaction (e.g., a conversation oran activity) as 
a transient community of practice might seem like a way to capture 
the ephemeral history of learning that can beco me a local re so urce in 
negotiating meaning. But this view would attribute too much impor
tance to the moment. Interactions and activities take place in the ser
vice of enterprises and identities whose definition is not confined to 
single events. This view would overlook broader continuities in time 
and among people. It would overlook the communities where enter
prises are defined and where learning events are consolidated and 
integrated into the formation of practices and identities. 

• Conversely, viewing a nation, a culture, a city, or a corporation as 
one community of practice might seem like a way to capture the pro
cesses of learning that constitute these social configurations. Yet it 
would miss crucial discontinuities among the various localities where 
relevant learning takes place. It would place too much emphasis on 
the overarching continuity of a configuration reified by its name. 
Learning and the negotiation of meaning are ongoing within the 
various localities of engagement, and this process continually crea tes 
locally shared histories. This is true even when there are no serious 
conflicts or ruptures between localities, anda fortiori when there are. 

Because a community of practice need not be reified as such in the 
discourse of its participants, indicators that a community of practice 
has formed would include: 

1) sustained mutual relationships - harmonious or conflictual 
2) shared ways of engaging in doing things together 
3) the rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation 
4) absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and in-

teractions were merely the continuation of an ongoing process 
5) very quick setup of a problem to be discussed 
6) substantial overlap in participants' descriptions ofwho belongs 
7) knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they 

can contribute to an enterprise 
8) mutually defining identities 
9) the ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products 

1 O) specific tools, representations, and other artifacts 
11) locallore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing laughter 
12) jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of 

producing new ones 
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13) certain styles recognized as displaying membership 
14) a shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world. 

These characteristics indicate that the three dimensions of a com-
munity of practice introduced in Chapter 2 - a community of mutual 
engagement, a negotiated enterprise, and a repertoire of negotiable re
sources accumulated over time - are present to a substantial degree. 

• It is not necessary that all participants interact intensely with every
one else or know each other very well- but the less they do, the more 
their configuration looks like a personal network or a set of inter
related practices rather than a single community of practice. 

• It is not necessary that everything participants do be accountable to 
a joint enterprise, or that everyone be able to assess the appropriate
ness of everyone's actions or behavior. But the less that is the case, 
the more questionable it is that there is a substantial enterprise that 
brings them together and that they have spent sorne effort negotiat
ing what it is they are trying to accomplish. 1 

• It is not necessary that a repertoire be completely locally produced. 
In fact, the bulk of the repertoire of most communities of practice is 
imported, adopted, and adapted for their own purpose - if only the 
language(s) they speak. But if there is hardly any local production of 
negotiable resources, and if hardly any specific points of reference or 
artifacts are being created in that context, then one would start to 
wonder whether there is really something that the people involved 
are doing together and around which they engage with one another 
in a sustained way. 

So characterized, the notion of practice refers to a level of social 
structure that reflects shared learning. Note that this is a level both of 
analysis and of experience. Since communities of practice can form 
without being named or otherwise reified, most people do not think 
about their lives and their identities in these terms. In this sense, com
munities of practice are an analytical category, but not merely an eso
teric analytical category that refers to abstract kinds of social aggregates. 
By referring to structures that are within the scope of our engagement, 
this category captures a familiar aspect of our experience of the world 
and so is not merely analytical. 

Constellations of practices 

Sorne configurations are too far removed from the scope of en
gagement of participants, too broad, too di verse, or too diffuse to be use-
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fully treated as single communities of practice. This is true not only of 
very large configurations (the global economy, speakers of a language, 
a city, a social movement) but also of sorne smaller ones (a factory, an 
office, ora school). Whereas treating such configurations as single com
munities of practice would gloss over the discontinuities that are inte
gral to their very structure, they can profitably be viewed as constellations 

of interconnected practices. 
A large company like Alinsu is a good example of such a constel

lation. Belonging to the same organization is a form of continuity rein
forced by an institutional apparatus, but - at the level of practice -
claims processing centers, underwriting offices, upper management, 
sales teams, and various cross-functional teams all have their own com
munities, with their own enterprises and their own interpretations of 
the overall organization. 

A broader and more diffuse establishment like health insurance sim
ilarly arises out of the practices of many local communities - in busi
ness, in the medical and legal professions, in government agencies, and 
many others. Each of these communities is in many ways similar to the 
communities of claims processors, with its own practice and its own 
specific focus. And each contributes in its own way to the constitution 
of the overall constellation. The same is true of a profession, a religion, 
a sport, a language, or a nation. 

The term constellation refers to a grouping of stellar objects that are 
seen as a configuration even though they may not be particularly close 
to one another, of the same kind, or of the same size. A constellation is 
a particular way of seeing them as related, one that depends on the per
spective one adopts. In the same way, there are many different reasons 
that sorne communities of practice may be seen as forming a constel
lation, by the people involved or by an observer. These include: 

1) sharing historical roots 
2) having related enterprises 
3) serving a cause or belonging to an institution 
4) facing similar conditions 
5) having members in common 
6) sharing artifacts 
7) having geographical relations of proximity or interaction 
8) having overlapping styles or discourses 
9) competing for the same resources. 

All these relations can create continuities that define broader config
urations than a single community of practice. A given community of 
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practice can be part of any number of constellations. The practice of 
claims processors is part of the corporation, the local office, the occu
pants of their building, the profession of claims processing, the claims 
processors in their county, the "pink collar" workforce, and a host of 
others 1 could come up with. Communities of practice define them
selves in part by the way they negotiate their place within the various 
constellations they are involved in, a theme to which 1 will return later 
in the book. 

As a simple way to account for a leve! of continuity that cuts across 
communities of practice, the concept of constellation can remain fairly 
broad in its application. 

• Belonging to a constellation need not be reified within the discourse 
of any of the practices involved. A given constellation may or may 
not be recognized by participants; it mayor may not be named. 

• There may or may not be people who endeavor to keep the constella
tion together. There may be an overarching enterprise around which 
the practices of the communities involved are primarily organized, 
as in the case of a social movement or a corporation, or their connec
tions may be merely incidental to their own practices, as in the case 
of the tenants of an office building. 

• The connections that tie communities of practice may take inten
tional forms, such as the delibera te straddling of boundaries by a su
pervisor, or they may be due to emerging circumstances, as in the 
case of sharing a cafetería. 

lnteractions among local communities can affect their practices with
out an explicit sense of participation in a constellation. Al! the people 
who use a rare word, whose el ose colleagues are al! near retirement age,. 
or who belong to a family in which everyone has read a certain novel 
may not have the sense of belonging to a constellation of practices, 
though it may be useful to view them this way for sorne purposes. The 
combined effects of many local interconnections is not always easy or 
useful to perceive. 

Practices, discourses, and styles 

A constellation of practices consists of communities and bound
aries that define two kinds of diversity. 

1) Diversity interna/ to practice and dejined through mutual engage
ment. I have argued that shared practice does not entail uni-
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formity, conformity, cooperation, or agreement, but it does en
tail a kind of diversity in which perspectives and identities are 
engaged with one another. 

2) Diversity caused by boundaries and stemming from lack of mutual 
engagement. I have argued that boundaries are not sharp lines 
of demarcation, but they do reflect the specificity of various en
terprises and the ongoing production of local meanings. 

When a social configuration is viewed as a constellation rather than 
a community of practice, the continuity of the constellation must be 
understood in terms of interactions among practices: 

1) boundary objects and brokering, including individual trajec
tories, patterns of migrations, and diaspora of communities of 
practice 

2) boundary practices, overlaps, and peripheries 
3) elements of styles that spread as people copy, borrow, imitate, 

import, adapt, and reinterpret ways of behaving in the process 
of constructing an identity 

4) elements of discourses that travel across boundaries and com
bine to form broader discourses as people coordinate their en
terprises, convince each other, reconcile their perspectives, and 
form alliances. 

Styles and discourses are aspects of the repertoire of a practice that 
are exportable. Elements of style and discourse can be detached from 
specific enterprises. They can be imponed and exported across bound
aries, and reinterpreted and adapted in the process of being adopted 
within various practices. 

• If a group of children imitate the style of a movie star or of sorne 
other adult, those same ways ofbehaving are integrated into a differ
ent enterprise and given different meanings. 

• When claims processors adopt elements of medica! discourse into 
their own practice, these terms and concepts take on very specific 
meanings that are related to their meanings in a medica! context but 
are specialized to claims processing. 

Because styles and discourses can spread across an entire constel
lation, they can create forms of continuity that take on a global char
acter. However, styles and discourses are not practices in themselves. 
They are available material - resources that can be used in the context 
of various practices. As material for the negotiation of meaning and the 
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formation of identities, styles and discourses can be shared by multiple 
practices. But that does not mean that they are integrated in these var
ious practices in the same ways once they are put in the service of dif
ferent local enterprises. In the course of producing their own histories, 
therefore, communities of practice also produce and reproduce the in
terconnections, styles, and discourses through which they form broader 
constellations. 

The geography of practice 

Constellations define relations of locality, proximity, and dis
tance, which are not necessarily congruent with physical proximity, 
institutional affiliations, or even interactions. Claims processors are in 
important ways "closer" to claims processors in other companies than 
they are to the customers who call them on the phone orto the janitors 
in their own building. And their regular contacts with the medical pro
fession can bring them closer to the medical establishment than they 
are to upper-level management in their own company.2 

Engagement in practice not only reflects these relations, it also mod
ifies them. Engineers on different projects may be closer to each other 
than they are to the marketing people on their own teams. Yet with 
enough shared engagement, even engineers can become good at mar
keting. In other words, the geography of practice reflects histories of 
learning, but learning continues to reconfigure relations of proximity 
and distance. 

• Relations of proximity and distance may facilita te or hinder learning. 
For instance, people who have related backgrounds will probably be 
able to form a community of practice with less mutual engagement 
than people whose prior practices are more distant to start with. 

• The members of an incipient community of practice may belong to 
very different localities of practice to start with, but- after sustaining 
enough mutual engagement - they will end up creating a locality of 
their own, even if their backgrounds ha ve little in common. 

Introducing the concept of constellations of practices into the frame-
work adds notions oflocality, proximity, and distance to those Lfbound
aries and peripheries. M y argument is not that physical proximity, insti
tutional affiliation, or frequency of interaction are irrelevant, but rather 
that the geography of practice cannot be reduced to them. Practice is 
always located in time and space because it always exists in specific 
communities and arises out of mutual engagement, which is largely 
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dependent on specific places and times. Yet the relations that consti
tute practice are primarily defined by learning. As a result, the land
scape of practice is an emergent structure in which learning constantly 
creates localities that reconfigure the geography. 

The local and the global 

There is a widespread assumption - in social theory as well as 
in more popular writing - that the history of modero times involves a 
transition from local communities to global societies.3 From that per
spective, the concept of community of practice and the local character 
of mutual engagement may seem obsolete. By contrast, in the context 
of constellations of practices, the local and the global are not different 
historical moments in an expanding world. lnstead, they are related 
levels of participation that always coexist and shape each other. The 
relevance of communities of practice is therefore not diminished by 
the formation of broader and broader configurations. 

In this context, it is important to reiterate here the distinction made 
in Chapter 1 between participation and engagement. We can develop 
new ways of participating in the global, but we do not engage with it. 
Claims processors participare in Alinsu, but they do not engage with 
the company as a whole; they engage with their own community of 
practice anda few other people. The cosmopolitan character of a prac
tice, for instance, does not free it from the locality of engagement. Day
to-day work in an office at UN headquarters is still local in its own 
way, even though it deals with international affairs that have broad 
ramifications. 

Our scope of engagement is not fixed, for sure, but it is not indiscrim
inately expandable either. Technological developments have provided 
means for pushing its limits, with transforming innovations in areas 
such as transportation, telecommunication and networking, automa
tion and organizational techniques, systematic record keeping, and ac
cess to information. These technological developments, however, are 
not simply straightforward expansions of our scope of engagement; 
rather, they involve trade-offs. For instance, reificative tools such as 
statistical or financia! analysis afford a dramatic increase in the scope of 
complexity of perceivable patterns, but at the cost of giving up partici
pation in the complexity of situations and their local meanings. You can 
tell how many marriages end in divorce, but that tells you little about 
the story of any given marriage. 

l 
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Similarly, the production reports that claims processors fill out every 
day reify their activities for consumption outside their practice. Lim
iting the report to numbers of claims processed is a way to enforce a 
specific, exportable interpretation on a da y of work, but the number of 
claims processed that da y lea ves out much of what happened. A whole 
day of work, negotiation of meaníng, boredom, inventiveness, rebel
lion, conversation, and community building has been reified into a 
number, which - even in terms of what has been done specifically for 
the company - is a very restricted representation of that day. These 
numbers are abstracted from the processors' practice for the calcula
tions of other practices, such as operations management and finance. 
They can be combined to build encompassing models and reveal broad 
patterns. Yet, because the reification that makes them exportable from 
one practice to another entails a loss of content and context, the prac
tices that make use ofthese numbers to creare a global picture ofthe or
ganization are in their own way as local as claims processing. The broad 
view they attempt to achieve involves trade-offs in complexity. They 
can see more only by seeíng less. What they end up knowing ís son'le
thing different, which has its own relevance in its own context, but 
which does not subsume the perspectives it attempts to incorporare. 

In these trade-offs, one kind of complexity replaces another, one 
kind of limitation is overcome at the cost of íntroducing another. We 
travel to the four corners of the world but we hardly know our neigh
bors; we coordinare our work in huge organizations but we find it 
difficult to know whom to trust; we have instant access to a worldwide 
web of connected computers, but we long for ways to sort out what to 
pay attention to and what to ignore in order to maintain a sense of co
herence and personal trajectory. My point here is not nostalgia. Your 
neighbor may not be worth knowing; trusting your fellow worker can 
mean being cheated; and surfing the web can be a way to discover new 
horizons and form new communities. My point is rather that changing 
the scope of our engagement is not so much expanding its range as it is 
a series of trade-offs between forms of complexity. 

Recognizing the scope of mutual engagement and its importance in 
the negotiation of meaning does not imply a glorification of localísm. 
Claimíng that communities of practice are a cruciallocus of learníng is 
not to ímply that the process is intrinsically benevolent. In this regard, 
it is worth repeating that communities of practice should not be roman
ticized: they can reproduce counterproductive patterns, injustices, prej
udices, racism, sexism, and abuses of all kinds. In fact, 1 would argue 
that they are the very locus of such reproduction. 
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On the other hand, the discourses that tie our communities of prac
tice into broader constellations do not replace practice. For example, 
institutions like religion, science, and law have created discourses that 
reify certain enterprises on a large scale. The discourses of these insti
tutions connect the practices of different communities where they find 
realizations that mayor may not be congruent. Talking about styles and 
discourses on the one hand and practices on the other- without assum
ing congruence between them - is neither a positivist despising of the 
local nor a relativist glorifying of it.4 

On this view, communities of practice can neither be dismissed as 
a relic of the past nor be unquestionably trusted as an idyllic prom
ise. Rather than idealizing or vilifying them in general terms, we must 
recognize them as a fact of social life. They are important places of 
negotiation, learning, meaning, and identity. Focusing on the leve! of 
communities of practice is not to glorify the local, but to see these pro
cesses- negotiation of meaning, learning, the development of practices, 
and the formation of identities and social configurations - as involving 
complex interactions between the local and the global. 



Coda I 

Knowing in practice 

I will end this first part of the book with a brief essay on the nature of ¡ 

knowing in practice. This essay, which is philosophical but in a light- ! 

hearted kind ofway, will allow meto provide a summary ofthe themes 
introduced in Part I in the context of discussing a specific tapie. Focus
ing on knowing for this purpose is a useful tapie, but this choice should 
not be interpreted as assuming that knowing is all that communities 
ofpractice are about, especially ifby "knowing" one refers to sorne in
strumental kind of expertise. Communities of practice should not be re
duced to purely instrumental purposes. They are about knowing, but 
also about being together, living meaningfully, developing a satisfying 
identity, and altogether being human. 

Flowers and bits 

1 will start with two odd questions. The first one was concocted 
long ago by Zen teachers to help their students think more sharply: 
What does a flower know about being a flower? The second question is 
the information-age version of the first: What does a computer know 
about being a flower? 1 

The question of what a flower knows about being a flower is some
what troubling because there seem to be two contradictory answers. 
Being a flower is to no one as transparent, immediately obvious, fully 
internalized, and natural as it is to a flower: spreading those leaves, ab
sorbing that specific spectrum of light from the sun, taking the energy 
in, building protein, sucking nutrients from its roots, growing, bud
ding, blooming, being visited by a bee. One might then be tempted to 
say that the flower knows more than anyone could ever know about 
being a flower. But ask the flower to teach a botany class, and it will 
just stand there, knowing nothing about being a flower, not the first 
thing - not that its leaves are green, not that it is absorbing energy to 
perform photosynthesis, not even that it has a sweet smell. 

134 
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At the other extreme, type the word "flower" into the encyclopedia 
program of your computer. Up comes all the information you could 
ever need. Type "photosynthesis," "petal," "stem," and so on: perfect 
answers. The knowledge is all there. Or better yet, buy an interactive, 
multimedia educational program on botany and give it to the class the 
poor flower could not teach, and let the students explore. They will 
become experts. But if- as a reward for teaching the class - you buy 
your computer a half-dozen roses, then the computer will sit there, 
awaiting sorne input. It knows nothing. 

Of course, these are two extreme examples, and using them just for 
rhetorical purposes may seem unfair. The flower, because it is a flower, 
is very good at being a flower; its experience of being a flower, what
ever it is, is sufficient unto itself. The computer is simply responding 
properly toa given input according to its program, which is what we ex
pect. But that is exactly the point. When we ask what the flower or the 
computer knows about being a flower, we find ourselves in a conun
drum, not because it is a profound, intriguing, or difficult question but 
because knowing is not definable in the abstract. It cannot be taken as 
the point of departure. 

Rather than starting with knowing, then, let me start with practice. 
Reviewing the characterizations of practice 1 ha ve given in each chap
ter will allow me to make better sense of why knowing is undefined 
for flowers and computers and, by contrast, how it becomes defined 
for us. 

Experience of meaning 

Taking practice as the point of departure, the first observation 
to make is that neither the flower nor the computer is in a position to 
have an experience of meaning, which 1 argued in Chapter 1 is what 
practice is about. 1 also argued that meaning arises out of a process of 
negotiation that combines both participation and reification. 

The flower may have an experience as a living entity, and it may even 
ha ve sorne kind of relationship with us, but it cannot deal with our rei
fications. It remains impermeable to the concepts, images, classification 
schemes, and words - e ven the word flower - that we use to negotiate 
meaning and thus to make sense of our experience. But such reifica
tions are an intrinsic part of our practices. They are indispensable to 
the process of negotiation that sustains those practices, and thus to the 
experiences of meaning we can achieve. 
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By contrast, computers can deal very well with certain types of reifi
cation, such as elements of discourse. Because they can handle enor
mous amounts of information at very high speeds, they can adapt their 
outputs to their inputs in a wide variety of ways, provided they have 
been programmed in a sophisticated enough fashion. But this prodi
gious dexterity does not translate into an ability to negotiate the mean
ings of their basic terms. They remain dependent on programmers and 
users to deal with the meanings of their electronic activities. What these 
machines lack in arder to take sorne responsibility for meaning is not 
additional information or processing power but an experience of par
ticipation. They can do the right thing according to a reified definition 
of what the right thing is. They can interpret commands and data cor
rectly. They can play their part in activities competently. But they do 
not have an identity of participation with which to take responsibility 
for the meanings of what they process. 

By lacking - in opposite ways - the ability to combine participation 
and reification in a process of negotiation, both the flower and the com
puter lack the capability to have an experience of meaning. 

Regimes of competen ce 

One way to give the flower and the computer an experience of 
meaning would be to give them membership in a community of prac
tice. They could then combine participation and reification, and so de
velop the kind of identity that allows us to ha ve an experience of mean
ing. But that attempt would run into difficulties because membership 
in a community of practice is not something that can be granted arbi
trarily, even if (say, out of curiosity) a community were to agree to the 
experiment. The competence required is neither merely individual nor 
abstractly communal. It is not something that we can claim as individ
uals because it implies a negotiated definition of what the community 
is about. But neither is it something that is just a property of a commu
nity in the abstract, that can be awarded through sorne decision, because 
this competence is experienced and manifested by members through 
their own engagement in practice. 

This competence is not merely the ability to perform certain ac
tions, the possession of certain pieces of information, or the mastery of 
certain skills in the abstract. Going back to the three dimensions of a 
community of practice discussed in Chapter 2, competent membership 
would include: 
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1) mutuality of engagement - the ability to engage with other mem
bers and respond in kind to their actions, and thus the ability to 
establish relationships in which this mutuality is the basis for 
an identity of participation 

2) accountability to the enterprise- the ability to understand the en
terprise of a community of practice deeply enough to take sorne 
responsibility for it and contribute to its pursuit and to its on
going negotiation by the community 

3) negotiabi!izy of the repertoire - the ability to make use of the 
repertoire of the practice to engage in it. This requires enough 
participation (personal or vicarious) in the history of a practice 
to recognize it in the elements of its repertoire. Then it re
quires the ability - both the capability and the legitimacy - to 
make this history newly meaningful. 

Again, it is by its very practice - not by other criteria - that a com
munity establishes what it is to be a competent participant, an outsider, 
or somewhere in between. In this regard, a community of practice acts 
as a local(y negotiated regime of competence. Within such a regime, know
ing is no longer undefined. It can be defined as what would be recog
nized as competent participation in the practice. That does not mean 
that one can know only what is already known. A community 's regime 
of competence is not static. E ven knowing something entirely new, and 
therefore even discovering, can be acts of competent participation in 
a practice. 

Learning: experience and competence 

lf displaying a definition on a screen at the right time were 
competence enough, then the computer would know what it is to be a 
flower. lf being a good-smelling flower were competence enough, then 
the flower would know what it is to be a flower. Why not leave it at that? 
lndeed, 1 said in Chapter 3 that, for learning purposes, a community 
can offer peripheral forms of participation that are considered legiti
mate without fulfilling all the conditions of full membership. 

This is where, again, both our flower and our computer fall short. 
To become even a peripheral member of a community of practice, 
one must do sorne learning along the three dimensions of competence 
in practice just listed. This remains true whether a community of prac
tice is forming, whether someone is joining one, or whether someone 
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remains at the periphery. Such learning is not just a matter of com
petence, but a matter.of experience of meaning as well. 

Because the flower and the computer cannot combine reification and 
participation and thus cannot ha ve an experience of meaning, they are 
barred from learning along all three dimensions. 

1) They cannot engage with members of a community of practice 
in a way that would allow true mutuality because there is no 
experience of meaning to recognize and address in them. 

2) They cannot understand a community's enterprise because, in 
the final analysis, an experience of meaning is what any enter
prise is about. 

3) They cannot negotiate the repertoire because, ultimately, ex
periences of meaning are what elements of the repertoire re
fer to. 

For learning in practice to be possible, an experience of meaning 
must be in interaction with a regime of competence. Although experi
ence and competence are both constituents of learning - and thus of 
knowing- they do not determine each other. They may be out ofalign
ment in either direction. 

• Competence may drive experience. Sometimes, our experience must 
align itself with a regime of competence. This is what happens to 
newcomers to a practice. In order to achieve the competence defined 
by a community, they transform their experience until it fits within 
the regime. But old-timers, too, need to catch up as the practice 
evolves. 

• Experience may drive competence. Imagine that one or more members 
have had sorne experience that currently falls outside the regime of 
competence of a community to which they belong- for instance, be
cause there are no words for it or because it puts the enterprise in 
question. As a way of asserting their membership, they may very 
well attempt to change the community's regime so that it includes 
their experience.2 Toward this end, they have to negotiate its mean
ing with their community of practice. They invite others to partici
pate in their experience; they attempt to reify it for them. They may 
need to engage with people in new ways and transform relations 
among people in order to be taken seriously; they may need to re
define the enterprise in order to make the effort worthwhile; they 
may need to add new elements to the repertoire of their practice. If 
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they have enough legitimacy as members to be successful, they will 
have changed the regime of competence - and created new knowl
edge in the process. 

This two-way interaction of experience and competence is crucial 
to the evolution of practice. In it lies the potential for a transformation 
of both experience and competence, and thus for learning, individu
ally and collectively. In fact, learning - taken to be a transformation of 
knowing - can be characterized as a change in the alignment between 
experience and competence, whichever of the two takes the lead in 
causing a realignment at any given moment. 

Boundaries 

I can now prove, before I leave them alone, that I have nothing 
against flowers and computers- they each make my life more interest
ing in their uncanny ways. And for all my arguments, I certainly cannot 
claim to know much about their experience, or even if they have any. 
This is exactly the point. The embodied experience of the flower and 
the disembodied competence of the computer are too foreign for me 
to fathom. Precisely because they are extreme examples, the conun
drum that they are either very knowledgeable or completely ignorant is 
in fact a point not about them but about boundaries. 

If yo u allow yourself to cross boundaries of practice recklessly enough, 
then any experience or any competence can be defined as knowledge 
or ignorance, understanding or shallowness, consciousness or uncon
sciousness, or awareness or oblivion; all you have to do is change the 
regime of competence. This is what I meant in Coda O when I argued 
that the relation of claims processors to the COB worksheet of Vi
gnette 11 can be viewed as one of transparency and one of opacity, de
pending on how you look at it - it can be made into knowledge or 
ignorance simply by varying the regime of competence: 

1) by taking advantage of the partiality enabled by mutual engage
ment and not requiring everyone to share in the understanding 
of everything; if the worksheet was transparent to only one per
son to whom others could have access, that was good enough 
for all 

2) by changing the enterprise and making the processors account
able here to their calculations, here to the customers, here to 
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the insurance industry, here to my analysis of their community, 
here to each other 

3) by introducing new terms or concepts (e.g., "reification") and 
then stating that claims processors do not understand the work
sheet as a reification. 

Similarly, asking someone which way they turn to keep their balance 
on a bicycle (as discussed in Chapter 1) is changing the regime of com
petence. In a practice where the regime of competence included being 
able to tell which way to turn the steering bar, 1 bet everyone would be 
able to articulate this well enough. Contrasts like explicit versus tacit 
are often brought to the fore by boundary encounters. Any practice -
even the most verbal - will have tacit aspects that are revealed by 
demands outside its regime of competence. By overlooking issues of 
boundary, schemes for classifying knowledge into types often place too 
much emphasis on individual cognition and thus on solutions to prob
lems that do not take advantage of the landscape of practices. (The busi
ness literature supplies two more examples worthy of discussion.3

) 

To say that the concept of knowing is not defined outside a tegime 
of competence is not to say that boundaries cannot be crossed. 1 spent 
the bulk of Chapter 4 discussing all sorts of ways in which boundaries 
could be crossed. But that can take place only when particípants are 
able to recognize an experience of meaning in each other and to de
velop enough of a shared sense of competence todo sorne mutuallearn
ing. Learning thus depends on the kinds of relations- locality, proxim
ity, distance - introduced in Chapter 5. The point is that learning is 
impaired when experience and competence are too close and when 
they are too distant. In either case, they do not pull each other. 

Crossing boundaries between practices exposes our experience to 
different forms of engagement, different enterprises with different 
definitions of what matters, and different repertoires - where even ele
ments that have the same form (e.g., the same words or artifacts) be
long to different histories. By creating a tension between experience 
and competence, crossing boundaries is a process by which learning is 
potentially enhanced, and potentially impaired. 

The local and the global 

1 have so far abstained from talking about knowledge, restrict
ing myself to terms like experience, competence, and knowing in prac-
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tice. This is because "knowledge" is a tricky word. As a regime of com
petence, every practice is in sorne sense a forro of knowledge, and 
knowing is participating in that practice.4 But that is not a very satis
fying way to talk, for two reasons. 

o First, the practice of many communities includes ignorance, not only 
out of a lack of time and energy to explore everything, but al so as an 
active principie of their enterprise. Claims processors, for instance, 
will not make what they would consider overly diligent efforts to 
know everything that an outside observer might think is relevant to 
their job. And in schools, sorne communities of practice organize 
their competence against the knowledge proposed by institutional 
curriculums.5 

o Second, making knowledge practice-specific ignores the broader dis
courses by which we come to negotiate across practices what we con
sider to be knowledge. What we dare consider knowledge is not just 
a matter of our own experiences of meaning or even our own regimes 
of competence. lt is also a matter of the positions of our practices 
with respect to the broader historical, social, and institutional dis
courses and styles ( e.g., scientific, religious, political, artistic) to which 
we orient our practices in various ways and to which we can thus be 
more or less accountable. 

What can be called knowledge, therefore, is not just a matter of local 
regimes of competence; it depends also on the orientation ofthese prac
tices within broader constellations. Yet, whatever discourses we use to 
define what knowledge is, our communities of practice are a context of 
mutual engagement where these discourses can touch our experience 
and thus be given new life. In this regard, knowing in practice involves 
an interaction between the local and the global. 

Well, this is what you get when you start wondering what flowers and 
computers know. Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, it seems 
that you end up understanding more about your own knowing than 
about theirs. What transpires is that knowing is defined only in the con
text of specific practices, where it arises out of the combination of a 
regime of competence and an experience of meaning. Our knowing -
even ofthe most unexceptional kind- is always too big, too rich, too an
cient, and too connected for us to be the source of it individually. At the 
same time, our knowing - even of the most elevated kind - is too en
gaged, too precise, too tailored, too active, and too experiential for it to 
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be just of a generic size. The experience of knowing is no less unique, 
no less creative, and no less extraordinary for being one of participa
tion. As a matter of fact, on the face of it, it would probably not amount 
to much otherwise. 
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A focus on identity 

Issues of identity carne up on a number of occasions in Part 1, but 1 did 
not address the topic directly. It is now time to turn to it. Focusing on 
identity, however, is not a change of topic but rather a shift in focus 
within the same general topic. lssues of identity are an integral aspect 
of a social theory of learning and are thus inseparable from issues of 
practice, community, and meaning. Focusing on identity within this 
context extends the framework in two directions: 

1) it narrows the focus onto the person, but from a social per
spective 

2) it expands the focus beyond communities of practice, calling 
attention to broader processes of identification and social 
structures. 

In addition, focusing on identity brings to the fore the issues of non
participation as well as participation, and of exclusion as well as inclu
sion. Our identity includes our ability and our inability to shape the 
meanings that define our communities and our forms of belonging. 

The individual and the collective 

1 will use the concept of identity to focus on the person without 
assuming the individual self as a point of departure. Building an iden
tity consists of negotiating the meanings of our experience of member
ship in social communities. The concept of identity serves as a pivot 
between the social and the individual, so that each can be talked about 
in terms of the other. It avoids a simplistic individual-social dichotomy 
without doing away with the distinction. The resulting perspective is 
neither individualistic nor abstractly institutional or societal. It does jus
tice to the lived experience of identity while recognizing its social char
acter- it is the social, the cultural, the historical with a human face. 
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Ta1king about identity in social terms is not denying individuality but 
viewing the very definition of individuality as something that is part of 
the practices of specific communities. lt is therefore a mistaken dichot
omy to wonder whether the unit of analysis of identity should be the 
community or the person. The focus must be on the process of their 
mutual constitution. As 1 argued in Chapter 1, in a duality it is the ínter
play that matters most, not the ability to classify. 

Indeed, in everyday life it is difficult - and, 1 would argue, largely 
unnecessary - to tell exactly where the sphere of the individual ends 
and the sphere of the collective begins. Each act of participation or rei
fication, from the most public to the most prívate, reflects the mutual 
constitution between individuals and collectivities. Our practices, our 
languages, our artifacts, and our world views all reflect our social rela
tions. Even our most prívate thoughts make use of concepts, images, 
and perspectives that we understand through our participation in social 
communities. 

Taken separately, the notions of individual and community are reifi
cations whose self-contained appearance hides their mutual constitu
tion. We cannot become human by ourselves; hence a reified, physiolog
ically based notion of individuality misses the interconnectedness of 
identity. Conversely, membership does not determine who we are in 
any simple way; hence generalizations and stereotypes miss the lived 
complexity of identity. 

How Ariel experiences her job, how she interprets her position, what 
she understands about what she does, what she knows, doesn't know, 
and doesn't try to know - all of these are neither simply individual 
choices nor simply the result ofbelonging to the social category "claims 
processor." lnstead, they are negotiated in the course of doing the job 
and interacting with others. lt is shaped by belonging to a community, 
but with a unique identity. lt depends on engaging in practice, but with 
a unique experience. In other words, it is as misleading to view identi
ties as abstractly collective as it is to view them as narrowly individual. 

Sorne assumptions to avoid 

Before proceeding, 1 would like to discard at the outset two 
common assumptions about the relation between the individual and 
the social. 

• The first assumption is that there is an inherent conflict between the 
individual and the collective: 
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1) that the two are fundamentally at odds, representing inher
ently diverging interests and incompatible tendencies, and con
sequently 

2) that human life is a compromise by which each makes conces
sions to the other. 

• The second, related assumption is that one is good and the other 
bad, one a source of problems and the other a source of solutions: 

1) 

2) 

that the individual is the source of freedom and creativity while 
the social is the source of constraints and limitations, or (con
versely) 
that the social is the source of harmony and order while the in
dividual is the source of discord and fragmentation. 1 

M y discussion of the social formation of identities is not based on an 
assumption of either agreement or conflict. By refusing to assume an in
herent divergence between the individual and the social, I am not say
ing that there is never any tension or conflict between the resources and 
demands of groups and the aspirations of individuals. In each specific 
case, there may be tensions, conflicts, or concessions; but, for every 
case where there is a conflict, you can find a case where individual and 
social developments enhance each other. Thus acknowledging that 
there can be specific tensions between individuals and collectivities is 
very different from positing a dichotomy with a fundamental diver
gence between them. 

Similarly, by refusing to romanticize or revile either community or 
individuality in general terms, 1 am not saying that they are not sources 
of problems and solutions. But for each case in which an individual's 
creativity is squelched by a conformist community, there is another 
case in which a social activity is a source of insight. For each case in 
which individual conflicts create discord, you could find another case in 
which social peace depends on sorne individuals' willingness to take a 
stand against the pettiness of their own communities. 

lt is relatively easy to find counterexamples to these assumptions. 
But my purpose in disowning them up front is not so much to refute 
them as it is to state emphatically that they do not underlie my ap
proach to the topic. Consequently, reading them into my text would 
only create confusion. 

Structure of Part 11 

1 will start by tying the topic of identity back to Part I, estab
lishing a parallel between practice and identity. Then, in each chapter 
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1 will introduce issues of identity that progressively complexify the pic
ture, including but also extending beyond communities of practice. Our 
identities, even in the context of a specific practice, are not just a mat
ter internal to that practice but also a matter of our position and the 
position of our communities within broader social structures. 

• Identity in practice. Chapter 6 shows the relation between identity 
and practice by rehearsing the argument of Part l. By revisiting the 
various characteristics of practice introduced in each chapter, 1 will 
show how they can be construed as characteristics of identity. The 
result will be a characterization of identity that inherits the richness 
and complexity of practice. 

• Identities of participation and non-participation. Chapter 7 introduces 
non-participation as a central aspect of the formation of identity. 
1 will argue that non-participation can take many forms - being an 
outsider, being a peripheral participant, or being marginalized - each 
with different implications for the resulting identities. 

• Modes of belonging. Chapter 8 extends the notion of belo~ging be
yond local communities of practice. 1 will distinguish between three 
modes of belonging: engagement (which is already familiar from 
Part 1), imagination, and alignment. 1 will describe the basic features 
of each of these modes of belonging, the kind of work they require, 
and finally the various kinds of communities to which they give rise. 

• Jdentification and negotiability. Chapter 9 discusses issues of belong
ing in terms of identification with certain communities and also in 
terms of negotiability - that is, in terms of our ability to shape the 
meanings produced in the context of these communities. 1 will argue 
that the formation of communities inherently gives rise to "econo
mies of meaning" in which various participants ha ve various degrees 
of "ownership" of the meanings that define their communities. The 
dual processes of identification and negotiability make the notion of 
belonging a basis for talking about both identity and power in social 
terms. 

• Learning communities. Coda 11 summarizes Part 11 by describing 
sorne basic features of what 1 will call a learning community, whose 
practice it is to keep alive the tension between competence and 
experience. 



Chapter 6 

Identity in practice 

There is a profound connection between identity and practice. Devel
oping a practice requires the formation of a community whose mem
bers can engage with one another and thus acknowledge each other as 
participants. As a consequence, practice entails the negotiation of ways 
ofbeing a person in that context. This negotiation may be silent; partic
ipants may not necessarily talk directly about that issue. But whether or 
not they address the question directly, they deal with it through the way 
they engage in action with one another and relate to one another. In
evitably, our practices deal with the profound issue of how to be a hu
man being. In this sense, the formation of a community of practice is 
also the negotiation of identities. 

The parallels between practice and identity are summarized in 
Figure 6.1. To highlight them in this chapter, 1 will (as 1 did in Coda 1) 
go through the themes of Part 1, chapter by chapter, but recast them 
in terms of identity. This exercise will yield the following character
izations. 

• ldentity as negotiated experience. We define who we are by the ways 
we experience our selves through participation as well as by the ways 
we and others reify our selves. 

• Identity as community membership. We define who we are by the fa
miliar and the unfamiliar. 

• ldentity as learning trajectory. We define who we are by where we 
have been and where we are going. 

• ldentity as nexus of multimembership. We define who we are by the 
ways we reconcile our various forms of membership into one identity. 

• ldentity as a relation between the local and the global. We define who 
we are by negotiating local ways of belonging to broader constella
tions and of manifesting broader styles and discourses. 

These parallels constitute a leve! of analysis that presents identity and 
practice as mirror images of each other. This strategy is, however, a 
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practice as ... 

• negotiation of meaning 
(in terms of participation 
and reification) 

• community 

• shared history of learning 

• boundary and landscape 

• constellations 

identity as ... 

• negotiated experience of self 
(in terms of participation 
and reification) 

• membership 

• learning trajectory 

• nexus of multimembership 

• belonging defined globally 
but experienced locally 

Figure 6.1. Parallels between practicc and identity. 

first approximation, which 1 will refine and expand m the following 
chapters. 

Negotiated experience: participation and reification 

In Vignette 1, Ariel refers to herself as a "leve! 6." Alinsu has 
reified levels of claims processing - 4 through 8 - defined in terms of 
certain performance milestones. Correspondingly, there are official 
markers of transition. "Getting your leve!," as the transition from one 
leve! to another is called, is celebrated with a small ritual ofboth official 
decorum - delivery of a letter with encouraging remarks by an assistant 
director in front of the employee's unit- and sincere rejoicing- clap
ping and shouting. For claims processors, their leve! is a substantial as
pect of their local identity. It represents the institution's view of their 
expertise and comes with certain responsibilities and privileges. But 
this institutional reification of competence hardly reflects the richness 
ofthe actual process ofbelonging to the community and contributing to 
its practice. The daily engagement of claims processors in their com
munity of practice creates relations among them that constitute "who 
one is" in the office, who knows what, who is good at what, who is cool, 
who is funny, who is friendly, who is central, who is peripheral. 

Engagement in practice gives us certain experiences of participation, 
and what our communities pay attention to reifies us as participants. 
Becoming a claims processor, for instance, is both taking on the !abe! 
"claims processor" and giving this !abe! specific meanings through en
gagement in practice. lt is doing what claims processors do, being 
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treated the way they are treated, forming the community they form, 
entertaining certain relations with other practices, and - in the details 
of this process - giving a personal meaning to the category of claims 
processor. lf, as mentioned in Vignette 1, Ariel is treated rudely by a 
customer, her engagement in practice suddenly brings into focus the 
humble status ofher position in a striking way. She is working the front 
line and can be yelled at without compunction. Events like these can 
jolt our experience of participation and bring our identity into focus. 
Our very participation becomes reified, so to speak, and the labels we 
use take on deeper meanings. 

The experience of identity in practice is a way ofbeing in the world. 
lt is not equivalent to a self-image; it is not, in its essence, discursive or 
reflective. We often think about our identities as self-images because 
we talk about ourselves and each other - and even think about our
selves and each other- in words. These words are important, no doubt, 
but they are not the full, lived experience of engagement in practice. 1 
am not trying to belittle the importance of categories, self-images, and 
narra ti ves of the self as constitutive of identity, but neither do 1 want to 
equate identity with those reifications. Who we are líes in the way we 
live day to day, not just in what we think or say about ourselves, though 
that is of course part (but only part) of the way we live. Nor does iden
tity consist solely of what others think or say about us, though that too 
is part of the way we live. ldentity in practice is defined socially not 
merely beca use it is reified in a social discourse of the self and of social 
categories, but also because it is produced as a lived experience of par
ticipation in specific communities. What narratives, categories, roles, 
and positions come to mean as an experience of participation is some
thing that must be worked out in practice. 

An identity, then, is a layering of events of participation and reifi
cation by which our experience and its social interpretation inform 
each other. As we encounter our effects on the world and develop our 
relations with others, these layers build upon each other to produce our 
identity as a very complex interweaving of participa ti ve experience and 
reificative projections. Bringing the two together through the negotia
tion of meaning, we construct who we are. In the same way that mean
ing exists in its negotiation, identity exists - not as an object in and 
of itself- but in the constant work of negotiating the self. lt is in this 
cascading interplay of participation and reification that our experience 
of life becomes one of identity, and indeed of human existence and 
conscwusness. 

l 
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Cornrnunity rnernbership 

1 have argued that practice defines a community through three 
dimensions: mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared reper
toire. Because a community of practice is not necessarily reified as 
such, our membership may not carry a label or other reified marker. 
But 1 have argued that our identity is formed through participation as 
well as reification. In this context, our membership constitutes our iden
tity, not just through reified markers of membership but more funda
mentally through the forms of competence that it entails. Identity in 
this sense is an experience and a display of competence that requires 
neither an explicit self-image nor self-identification with an ostensible 
community. 

When we are with a community of practice of which we are a full 
member, we are in familiar territory. We can handle ourselves compe
tently. We experience competence and we are recognized as compe
tent. We know how to engage with others. We understand why they do 
what they do because we understand the enterprise to which partici
pants are accountable. Moreover, we share the resources they use to 
communicate and go about their activities. These dimensions of compe
tence, introduced in Chapter 2, become dimensions of identity. 

• Mutuality of engagement. In a community of practice, we learn cer
tain ways of engaging in action with other people. We develop cer
tain expectations about how to interact, how people treat each other, 
and how to work together. We become who we are by being able to 
play a part in the relations of engagement that constitute our com
munity. Our competence gains its value through its very partiality. 
As an identity, this translates into a form of individuality defined 
with respect to a community. It is a certain way of being part of a 
whole through mutual engagement. For instance, 1 have reported 
that among claims processors it is more important to give and receive 
help than to know everything oneself. 1 This results in a definition of 
individuality that differs from, say, forms of individuality in certain 
academic circles, where knowledge is a form of personal power and 
not knowing is largely construed as a personal deficit.2 

• Accountability to an enterprise. As we invest ourselves in an enter
prise, the forms of accountability through which we are able to con
tribute to that enterprise make us look at the world in certain ways. 
Being a claims processor, doctor, parent, social worker, salesperson, 
beggar, folk dancer, or photographer gives us a certain focus. lt 
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moves us to understand certain conditions and to consider certain 
possibilities. As an identity, this translates into a perspective. lt does 
not mean that all members of a community look at the world in the 
same way. Nonetheless, an identity in this sense manifests as a ten
dency to come up with certain interpretations, to engage in certain 
actions, to make certain choices, to value certain experiences - all 
by virtue of participating in certain enterprises. 

• Negotiability of a repertoire. Sustained engagement in practice yields 
an ability to interpret and make use of the repertoire of that practice. 
We recognize the history of a practice in the artifacts, actions, and 
language of the community. We can make use of that history beca use 
we ha ve been part of it and it is now part of us; we do this through a 
personal history of participation. As an identity, this translates into 
a personal set of events, references, memories, and experiences that 
crea te individual relations of negotiability with respect to the reper
toire of a practice. 

This translation of dimensions of competence into dimensions of 
identity has its inverse. When we come in contact with new practíces, 
we venture into unfamiliar territory. The boundaries of our communi
ties manifest as a lack of competence along the three dimensions I just 
described. We do not quite know how to engage with others. We do not 
understand the subtleties of the enterprise as the community has 
defined it. We lack the shared references that participants use. Our non
membership shapes our identities through our confrontation with the 
unfamiliar. 

In sum, membership in a community of practice translates into an 
identity as a form of competence. An identity in this sense is relating to 
the world as a particular mix of the familiar and the foreign, the obvious 
and the mysterious, the transparent and the opaque. We experience 
and manifest our selves by what we recognize and what we don't, what 
we grasp immediately and what we can't interpret, what we can appro
priate and what alienares us, what we can press into service and what 
we can't use, what we can negotiate and what remains out of reach. In 
practíce, we know who we are by what is familiar, understandable, us
able, negociable; we know who we are not by what is foreign, opaque, 
unwieldy, unproductive. 

Trajectories 

I have argued that identity in practice arises out of an ínter
play of participation and reification. As such, it is not an object, but a 
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constant becoming. The work of identity is a1ways going on. Identity 
is not sorne primordial core of personality that already exists. Nor is it 
something we acquire at sorne point in the same way that, at a certain 
age, we grow a set of permanent teeth. E ven though issues of identity 
as a focus of overt concern may become more salient at certain times 
than at others, our identity is something we constantly renegotiate dur
ing the course of our lives. 

As we go through a succession of forros of participation, our identi
ties forro trajectories, both within and across communities of practice. 
In this section, 1 will use the concept of trajectory to argue that: 

1) identity is fundamentally temporal 
2) the work of identity is ongoing 
3) be cause it is constructed in social contexts, the temporality of 

identity is more complex than a linear notion of time 
4) identities are defined with respect to the interaction of multi-

ple convergent and divergent trajectories. 

In using the term "trajectory" I do not want to imply a fixed course or 
a fixed destination. To me, the term trajectory suggests not a path that 
can be foreseen or charted but a continuous motion- one that has amo
mentum of its own in addition to a field of influences. It has a coherence 
through time that connects the past, the present, and the future. 3 

In the context of communities of practice, there can be various types 
of trajectories. 

• Peripheral trajectories. By choice or by necessity, sorne trajectories 
never lead to full participation. Yet they may well provide a kind of 
access to a community and its practice that becomes significant 
enough to contribute to one's identity. 

• lnbound trajectories. Newcomers are joining the community with the 
prospect ofbecoming full participants in íts practice. Their identities 
are invested in their future participation, even though their present 
participation may be peripheral. 

• lnsider trajectories. The formation of an identity does not end with full 
membership. The evolution of the practíce continues - new events, 
new demands, new inventions, and new generations all create occa
sions for renegotiating one's identity. 

• Boundary trajectories. Sorne trajectories find their value in spanning 
boundaries and linking communities of practice. Sustaining aniden
tity across boundaries is one of the most delicate challenges of this 
kind of brokering work (see Chapter 4 and the next section in this 
chapter). 
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• Outbound trajectories. Sorne trajectories lead out of a community, as 
when children grow u p. What matters then is how a form of partici
pation enables what comes next. lt seems perhaps more natural to 
think of identity formation in terms of all the learning involved in 
entering a community of practice. Yet being on the way out of such 
a community also involves developing new relationships, finding a 
different position with respect to a communíty, and seeíng the world 
and oneself in new ways. 

Learning as identity 

The temporal dimension of identity is critica!. Not only do we 
keep negotiating our identities, but they place our engagement in prac
tice in this temporal context. We are always simultaneously dealing 
with specific situations, participating in the histories of certain prac
tices, and ínvolved in becoming certain persons. As trajectories, our 
identities incorporate the past and the future in the very process of 
negotiating the present.4 They give significance to events in relation to 
time construed as an extension of the self. They provide a context in 
which to determine what, among all the things that are potentially sig
níficant, actually becomes significant learning. A sense of trajectory 
gives us ways of sorting out what matters and what does not, what con
tributes to our identity and what remaíns marginal. 

For claims processors, being on a trajectory is an important aspect of 
their job. They know that improvement in their performance will mean 
advancement, and they val u e the fact that advancement is automatic be
cause it gives them sorne degree of control over their trajectory. More
over, their sense of trajectory extends beyond claims processing. Sorne 
of them view the job as their profession, hoping to m ove on to technical 
or managerial positions in due time; sorne are just paying their way 
through college and have no interest in a professional career in claims 
processing. These different trajectories give them very different per
spectives on their participation and identities at work. So for them, pro
cessing a claim ís not just a self-contained activity. Understanding 
something new is not just a local act of learning. Rather, each is an 
event on a trajectory through which they give meaning to their engage
ment in practice in terms of the identity they are developing. 

Learning events and forms of participation are thus defined by the 
current engagement they afford, as well as by their location on a trajec
tory. A very peripheral form of participation, for instance, may turn out 
to be central to one's identity because it leads to something significant. 

l 
r 

1 

i 

'1 
1 

,J 



156 Part JI: Identity 

Paradigmatic trajectories 

The progression of a career offered by the company is not the 
only way claims processors define their identity as a trajectory, even 
within the confines of their job. Their community, its history, and its 
evolution shape the trajectories they construct. More experienced peers 
are not merely a source of information about processing claims; they 
also represent the history of the practice as a way of life. They are liv
ing testimonies to what is possible, expected, desirable. 

More generally, any community of practice provides a set of models 
for negotiating trajectories. These "paradigma tic" trajectories are not 
simply reified milestones, such as those provided by a career ladder or 
e ven by communal rituals. Rather, they embody the history of the com
munity through the very participation and identities of practitioners. 
They include actual people as well as composite stories. Exposure to 
this field of paradigmatic trajectories is likely to be the most influential 
factor shaping the learning of newcomers. In the end, it is members -
by their very participation- who crea te the set of possibilities to which 
newcomers are exposed as they negotiate their own trajectories. No 
matter what is said, taught, prescribed, recommended, or tested, new
comers are no fools: once they have actual access to the practice, they 
soon find out what counts.5 

From this perspective, a community of practice is a field of possible 
trajectories and thus the proposal of an identity. It is a history and the 
pro mise of that history. It is a field of possible pasts and of possible fu
tures, which are all there for participants, not only to witness, hear 
about, and contemplate, but to engage with. They can interact with 
old-timers, who offer living examples of possible trajectories. A com
munity of practice is a history collapsed into a present that invites en
gagement. Newcomers can engage with their own future, as embodied 
by old-timers. As a community of practice, these old-timers deliver the 
past and offer the future, in the form of narratives and participation 
both. Each has a story to tell. In addition, the practice itself gives life 
to these stories, and the possibility of mutual engagement offers a way 
to enter these stories through one's own experience. 

Of course, new trajectories do not necessarily align themselves with 
paradigmatic ones. Newcomers must find their own unique identities. 
And the relation goes both ways; newcomers also provide new models 
for different ways of participating. Whether adopted, modified, or re
jected in specific instances, paradigmatic trajectories provide live mate
rial for negotiating and renegotiating identities. 
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Generational encounters 

As a process of negotiating trajectories, the encounter between 
generations is much more complex than the mere transmission of a 
heritage. It is an interlocking of identities, with all the contlicts and mu
tual dependencies this entails; by this interlocking, individual trajec
tories incorporate in different ways the history of a practice. Different 
generations bring different perspectives to their encounter beca use their 
identities are invested in different moments of that history. With less 
past, there is less history to take into consideration. With less future, 
there is less urgency to reconsider history. Yet, the perspectives of old
timers and newcomers are not so simply delineated. 

If learning in practice is negotiating an identity, and if that identity 
incorporates the past and the future, then it is in each other that old
timers and newcomers find their experience of history. Their perspec
tives on the generational encounter is not simply one of past versus 
future, of continuity versus discontinuity, or of old versus new. 

• While newcomers are forging their own identities, they do not nec
essarily want to emphasize discontinuity more than continuity. They 
must find a place in relation to the past. In order to participate, they 
must gain sorne access - vicarious as it may be - to the history they 
want to contri bu te to; they must make it part of their own identities. 
As a result, newcomers are not necessarily more progressive than 
old-timers; they do not necessarily seek to change the practice more 
than established members do. They ha ve an investment in continuity 
because it connects them to a history of which they are not a part. 
Their very fragility and their efforts to include sorne of that history 
in their own identity may push them toward seeking continuity. 

• Conversely, old-timers have an investment in their practice, yet they 
do not necessarily seek continuity. Embroiled in the politics of their 
community and with the confidence derived from participation in a 
history they know too well, they may want to invest themselves in 
the future not so much to continue it as to give it new wings. They 
might thus welcome the new potentials afforded by new generations 
who are less hostage to the past. 

Depending on how a community negotiates individuality, the genera
tional encounter can have different effects - with different degrees of 
emphasis on continuity and discontinuity as old-timers and newcomers 
fashion their identities in their encounter. This encounter is always a 
complex meeting of the past and the future, one in which generations 
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attempt to define their identities by investing them in different mo
ments of the history of a practice. The new will both continue and dis
place the old.6 In each other, generations find the partiality as well as 
the connectedness of their personal trajectories, that is, new dimen
sions of finitude and extension of their identities. 

The temporality of identity in practice is thus a subtle form of tem
porality. It is neither merely individual nor simply linear. The past, the 
present, and the future are not in a simple straight line, but embodied 
in interlocked trajectories. It is a social form of temporality, where the 
past and the future interact as the history of a community unfolds 
across generations. 

In summary, the temporal notion of trajectory characterizes iden
tity as: 

1) a work in progress 
2) shaped by efforts- both individual and collective - to create a 

coherence through time that threads together successive forms 
of participation in the definition of a person 

3) incorporating the past and the future in the experience of the 
present 

4) negotiated with respect to paradigma tic trajectories 
5) invested in histories of practice and in generational politics. 

Nexus of multimembership 

As I mentioned, we all belong to many communities of prac
tice: sorne past, sorne current; sorne as full members, sorne in more pe
ripheral ways. Sorne may be central to our identities while others are 
more incidental. Whatever their nature, all these various forms of par
ticipation contribute in sorne way to the production of our identities. 
As a consequence, the very notion of identity entails 

l) an experience of multimembership 
2) the work of reconciliation necessary to maintain one identity 

across boundaries. 

Identity as multimembership 

Our membership in any community of practice is only a part 
of our identity. Claims processors do not form their identities entirely 
at work. They carne to their jobs as adults or youths, having belonged 
to many communities of practice. Sorne ha ve other jobs concurrently; 
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sorne are students in community colleges; sorne are parents; sorne are 
church-goers; sorne are bar-goers; sorne have engrossing hobbies. In 
fact, for many of them, their work is a part of their identity that they 
tend to disparage. 

Because our identities are not something we turn on and off, our var
ious forms of participation are not merely sequences in time. Claims 
processors who are parents come to the office without their children, 
and they will return home at the end of the afternoon to be with them. 
Though there are sequential phases in their engagement in different lo
cations, they certainly do not cease to be parents because they are at 
work. They talk about their kids; and, more generally, the tidbits of con
versation they interweave with their exchanges of work-related infor
mation continually reflect their participation in other practices. 

Our various forms of participation delineare pieces of a puzzle we 
put together rather than sharp boundaries between disconnected parts 
of ourselves? An identity is thus more than just a single trajectory; in
stead, it should be viewed as a nexus of multimembership. As such a 
nexus, identity is not a unity but neither is it simply fragmented. 

• On the one hand, we engage in different practices in each of the com
munities of practice to which we belong. We often behave rather dif
ferently in each of them, construct different aspects of ourselves, and 
gain different perspectives. 

• On the other hand, considering a person as having multiple identities 
would miss all the subtle ways in which our various forms of partic
ipation, no matter how distinct, can interact, influence each other, 
and require coordination. 

This notion of nexus adds multiplicity to the notion of trajectory. A 
nexus does not merge the specific trajectories we form in our various 
communities of practice into one; but neither does it decompose our 
identity into distinct trajectories in each community. In a nexus, multi
ple trajectories become part of each other, whether they clash or rein
force each other. They are, at the same time, one and multiple. 

Identity as reconciliation 

If a nexus of multimembership is more than just a fragmented 
identity, being one person requires sorne work to reconcile our dif
ferent forms of membership. Different practices can make competing 
demands that are difficult to combine into an experience that corre
sponds to a single identity. In particular: 
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1) different ways of engaging m practice may reflect different 
forms of individua1ity 

2) different forms of accountability may call for different responses 
to the same circumstances 

3) elements of one repertoire may be quite inappropriate, incom
prehensible, or even offensive in another community. 

Reconciling these aspects of competence demands more than just 
learning the rules of what to do when. It requires the construction of 
an identity that can include these different meanings and forms of par
ticipation into one nexus. Understood as the negotiation of an iden
tity, the process of reconciling different forms of membership is deeper 
than just discrete choices or be1iefs. For a doctor working in a hos
pital, making decisions that do justice to both her professional stan
dards and institutional bottom-line demands is not simply a matter of 
making discrete decisions; she must find an ídentíty that can reconcile 
the demands of these forms of accountabi1ity into a way of being in 
the world. 

The work of reconciliation may be the most significant challenge 
faced by learners who move from one community of practice to an
other. For instance, when a child moves from a family to a classroom, 
when an immigrant moves from one culture to another, or when an em
ployee moves from the ranks to a management position, learning in
volves more than appropriating new pieces of information. Learners 
must often deal with conflicting forms of indíviduality and competence 
as defined in different communities. 

The nexus resulting from reconciliation work is not necessarily har
monious, and the process is not done once and for all. Multimember
ship may involve ongoing tensions that are never resolved. But the very 
presence of tension implies that there is an effort at maíntaining sorne 
kind of coexistence. By using the term "reconcí1iation" to describe this 
process of identity formation, 1 want to suggest that proceeding with 
life - with actions and interactions - entails finding ways to make our 
various forms of membership coexist, whether the process of reconcili
ation leads to successfu1 resolutions or is a constant strugg1e. In other 
words, by including processes of reconciliation in the very definition of 
identity, 1 am suggesting that the maintenance of an identity across 
boundaries requires work and, moreover, that the work of in te grating 
our various forms of participation is not just a secondary process. This 
work is not simply an additional concern for an independently defined 
identity viewed as a unitary object; rather, it is at the core of what it 
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means to be a person. Multimembership and the work of reconciliation 
are intrinsic to the very concept of identity. 

Social bridges and private se/ves 

Multimembership is the living experience of boundaries. This 
crea tes a dual relation between identities and the landscape of practice: 
they reflect each other and they shape each other. In weaving multiple 
trajectories together, our experience of multimembership replays in 
our identities the texture of the landscape of practice. But this replay is 
not a passive reflection. On the contrary, as the boundaries of practice 
become part of our personal experience of identity, the work of recon
ciliation is an active, creative process. As we engage our whole person 
in practice, our identities dynamically encompass multiple perspectives 
in the negotiation of new meanings. In these new meanings we nego
tiate our own activities and identities, and at the same time the histories 
of relations among our communities of practice. The creative negotia
tion of an identity always has the potential to rearrange these relations. 
In this regard, multimembership is not just a matter of personal iden
tity. The work of reconciliation is a profoundly social kind of work. 
Through the creation of the person, it is constantly creating bridges -
or at least potential bridges - across the landscape of practice. 

And yet, the work of reconciliation can easily remain invisible be
cause it may not be perceived as part of the enterprise of any commu
nity of practice. Across boundaries, the parallelism between histories 
of practice and personal trajectories no longer holds. The experience 
of multimembership can require the reconciliation of a nexus that is 
unique and thus very personal. Indeed, this nexus may not, in its en
tirety, be relevant to any practice or even to any relationship we have 
with anyone. E ven though each element of the nexus may belong toa 
community, the nexus itself may no t. The careful weaving of this nexus 
of multimembership into an identity can therefore be a very private 
achievement. By incorporating into the definition of the person the di
versity of the social world, the social notion of a nexus of multimem
bership thus introduces into the concept of identity a deeply personal 
dimension of individuality. 

Local-global interplay 

An important aspect of the work of any community of prac
tice is to crea te a picture of the broader context in which its practice is 
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located. In this process, much local energy is directed at global issues 
and relationships. For Ariel, belonging to the profession of claims pro
cessing or to an organization like Alinsu constitute relations whose 
meanings she negotiates through her participation in her community of 
practice. For instance, when one ofher colleagues was fired for speaking 
against the company at a radio show, claims processors used each other 
as resources for making sense of this event. Their local community of 
practice became a productive context in which to discuss whether it 
was right for the claims processor to criticize her employer publicly 
or for the company to respond by firing her. Similarly, sports events 
and TV shows are the topics of frequent and animated conversations in 
the office. Although these conversations reflect outside interests and 
allegiances, they become part of the processors' participation in their 
local community. If the baseball fans or the television watchers worked 
among people for whom allegiance to a baseball team was a trivial con
cero and watching television a waste of time, their interests may well 
take on very different meanings for them. 

More generally, what it means to be left-handed or right-handed, a 
woman or a man, good-looking or plain, a younger person or an older 
person, a high-school dropout or the holder of a doctora te, the owner of 
a BMW or of a beat-up subcompact, literate or illiterate, outcast or suc
cessful - these meanings are shaped by the practices where such cate
gories are lived as engaged identities. Broader categories and institu
tions attract our attention because they are often more publicly reified 
than the communities of practice in which we experience them as part 
of a lived identity. Affiliation with a political party is more public than 
membership in a group that discusses politics over lunch, but the lunch 
discussions may have more impact on our thinking than the party's 
platform. 

In the same way that a practice is not just local but connected to 
broader constellations, an identity - even in its aspects that are formed 
in a specific community of practice - is not just local to that commu
nity. In our communities of practice we come together not only to en
gage in pursuing sorne enterprise but also to figure out how our en
gagement fits in the broader scheme of things. Identity in practice is 
therefore always an interplay between the local and the global. 

In summary, drawing a parallel between practice and identity has 
yielded a perspective on identity that inherits the texture of practice. ln
deed, our identities are rich and complex because they are produced 
within the rich and complex set of relations of practice. The parallel has 
characterized identity in practice as follows. 
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1) Li"L·ed. Identity is not merely a category, a personality trait, a 
role, or a label; it is more fundamentally an experience that in
volves both participation and reification. Hence it is more di
verse and more complex than categories, traits, roles, or labels 
would suggest. 

2) Negotiated. Identity is a becoming; the work of identity is on
going and pervasive. It is not confined to specific periods of 
life, like adolescence, or to specific settings, like the family. 

3) Social. Community membership gives the formation of iden
tity a fundamentally social character. Our membership mani
fests itself in the familiarity we experience with certain social 
contexts. 

4) A learmng process. An identity is a trajectory in time that incor
porates both past and future into the meaning of the present. 

5) A nexus. An identity combines multiple forms of membership 
through a process of reconciliation across boundaries of prac
tice. 

6) A local-globalznterplay. An identity is neither narrowly local to 
activities nor abstractly global. Like practice, it is an interplay 
ofboth. 

Now that the link between individual engagement and the formation 
of communities of practice has produced a basic perspective on the con
cept of identity, 1 can start to explore further aspects of the concept 
that will shed further light on the link between practice and identity, 
as well as move beyond the confines of practice. 



Chapter 7 

Participation and non-participation 

I have argued that we know who we are by what is familiar and by what 
we can negotiate and make use of, and that we know who we are not by 
what is unfamiliar, unwieldy, and out of our purview. This is an impor
tant point. We not only produce our identities through the practices we 
engage in, but we also define ourselves through practices we do not en
gage in. Our identities are constituted not only by what we are but also 
by what we are not. To the extent that we can come in contact with 
other ways of being, what we are not can even become a large part of 
how we define ourselves. For instance, we define ourselves in a small 
but not insignificant way by our regular contacts with various profes
sionals from whom we receive services. Though we remain mostly non
participants, our service encounters often let us know just enough about 
their practices to gain sorne sense of what it is we are not, what we wish 
we were, what we would not dream of being, or what we are glad not 
to be. In other words, non-participation is, in a reverse kind of fashion, 
as much a source of identity as participation. 

Our relations to communities of practice thus involve both partici
pation and non-participation, and our identities are shaped by combi
nations of the two. In this chapter, I will explore the notion of identity 
of non-participation by: 

1) defining a range of interactions between participation and non
participation, and in particular distinguishing between periph
erality and marginality 

2) distinguishing between various sources of participation and 
non-participation 

3) using the example of claims processing to describe sorne insti
tutional forms of non-participation and their effects on practice. 
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ldentities of non-participation 

Experiences of non-participation do not necessarily build up to 
an identity of non-participation. Because our own practices usually in
elude elements from other practices, and because we inevitably come in 
contact with communities of practice to which we do not belong, non
participation is an inevitable part of living in a landscape of practices. In 
a world complexly structured by interlocked communities of practice, 
we are constantly passing boundaries - catching, as we peek into for
eign chambers, glimpses of other realities and meanings; touching, as 
we pass by outlandish arrangements, objects of distant values; learning, 
as we coordinare our actions across boundaries, to live with decisions 
we have not made. Not all that we encounter becomes significant and 
not all that we meet carries our touch; yet these events can all contrib
ute in their own ways to our experience of identity. 

lt would be absurd to think that we can or should identify with 
everyone and everything we meet. In a landscape defined by bound
aries and peripheries, a coherent identity is of necessity a mixture of 
being in and being out. When participation and non-participation refer 
only to relations of insider and outsider, they simply reflect our mem
bership in specific communities of practice and not in others. Realizing 
that you are not a claims processor may contribute in a small way to 
your sense of self but, unless you are trying to become one, that reali
zation remains inconsequential. In such cases, participation and non
participation do not define each other and merely have distinct effects 
on our identities. 

Experiences of non-participation are an inevitable part of life, but 
they take on a different kind of importance when participation and non
participation interact to define each other. For instance, for a novice 
not to understand a conversation between old-timers becomes signifi
cant beca use this experience of non-participation is aligned with a tra
jectory of participation. lt is the interaction of participation and non
participation that renders the experience consequential. 

More generally, it is useful to distinguish two cases of the interaction 
of participation and non-participation. 

• In the case of peripherality, sorne degree of non-participation is nec
essary to enable a kind of participation that is less than full. Here, it is 
the participation aspect that dominates and defines non-participation 
as an enabling factor of participation. 
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• In the case of marginali~y. a form of non-participation prevents full 
participation. Here, it is the non-participation aspect that dominates 
and comes to define a restricted form of participation. 

Peripherality and marginality both involve a mix of participation and 
non-participation, and the line between them can be subtle. Yet, they 
produce qualitatively different experiences and identities, so it would 
be wrong to associate them too closely. Consider, for example, the case 
of the COB worksheet of Vignette 11. 

• When the worksheet was initially introduced in the training class, 
it was not perceived as problematic. At this stage, the trainees were 
happy just to be told what to do and to adopt the activities, forms, 
and worksheets as presented. Non-participation was an initial rela
tion that allowed them to become involved in their new job quickly, 
to do something relevant without waiting to know why. What was 
crucial was to find an entry point into the job. 

• Only when they later became engaged in real work did the proce
dural character of their understanding of the worksheet become 
problematic. Though they could do the calculation, they did not feel 
that they had enough grasp of the procedure to do their job with con
fidence. As claims processors, they had gained enough participation 
to feel accountable for the results of their calculation and for their 
conversations with customers. With respect to their new form of par
ticipation, not having access to the technical meanings of the proce
dure became a relation of marginality. 

The difference between peripherality and marginality must be un
derstood in the context of trajectories that determine the significance of 
forms of participation. 

• Newcomers, for instance, may be on an inbound trajectory that is 
construed by everyone to include full participation in its future. Non
participation is then an opportunity for learning. Even for people 
whose trajectory remains peripheral, non-participation is an en
abling aspect of their participation beca use full participation is nota 
goal to start with. 

• Conversely, long-standing members can be kept in a marginal posi
tion, and the very maintenance of that position may ha ve become so 
integrated in the practice that it clases the future. We often find it 
hard to be grown-up participants within our own families of birth. 
Women who seek equal opportunity often find that the practices of 
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Figure 7.1. Relations of participation and non-participation. 
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certain communities never cease to push them back into identities of 
non-participation. In such cases, forms of non-participation may be 
so ingrained in the practice that it may seem impossib1e to conceive 
of a different trajectory within the same community. 

Hence, whether non-participation becomes peripherality or margin
ality depends on relations ofparticipation that render non-participation 
either enabling or problematic. Of course, there are degrees of each. 
From this discussion emerges the notion of a range of forms of par
ticipation with four main categories, as illustrated in Figure 7.1: full 
participation ( insider ); full non-participation (outsider); peripherality 
(participation enabled by non-participation, whether it leads to full 
participation or remains on a peripheral trajectory); and marginality 
(participation restricted by non-participation, whether it leads to non
membership or to a marginal position). 

Sources of participation and non-participation 

The mix of participation and non-participation through which 
we define our identities reflects our power as individuals and communi
ties to define and affect our relations to the rest of the world. It shapes 
such fundamental aspects of our lives as: 

l) how we locate ourselves in a sociallandscape 
2) what we care about and what we neglect 
3) what we attempt to know and understand and what we choose 

to ignore 
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4) with whom we seek connections and whom we avoid 
5) how we engage and direct our energies 
6) how we attempt to steer our trajectories. 

As combinations of participation and non-participation, these aspects 
of our lives are not merely personal choices. They involve processes of 
community formation where the configuration of social relations is the 
work of the self. This configuration of social relations takes place at dif
ferent levels. 

• Trajectories with respect to specific communities ofpractice. These are the 
relations of participation and non-participation 1 have talked about 
so far. For instance, the two older women who were members ofthe 
claims processing unit kept an amused distance from many of the so
cial interactions ofthe younger majority, although they were full par
ticipants in the community of practice by all other accounts. For 
different reasons, the two "guys" were also in a marginal position in 
the unit. 

• Boundary relations and the demands of multimembership. Across bound
aries between communities of practice, multimembership can also 
give rise to coexisting identities of participation and non-participa
tion. For instance, when communities define themselves by contrast 
to others - workers versus managers; collaborating versus rebellious 
students; or, more broadly, one ethnic, religious, or political group 
versus another- being inside implies, and is largely defined in terms 
of, being outside. Non-participation then is a defining constituent of 
participation. This situation makes boundary crossing difficult, be
cause each side is defined by opposition to the other and member
ship in one community implies marginalization in another. 1 argued 
that this kind of tension between mutually defining forms of partici
pation and non-participation characterizes the position of the claims 
processing unit supervisor, caught between her former peers in the 
unit and her new peers among management. She ends up being mar
ginal in both groups. For another example, children of immigrants 
can experience this coexistence of participation and non-participa
tion intensely when they are torn between the conflicting values of 
their family practices and their new communities at school and on 
the street. 

• Our position and the position of our communities within broader constella

tions of practices and broader institutions. Whereas certain members can 
be in marginal or peripheral positions with respect to a community 
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of practice, the community of practice itself can be in a peripheral or 
marginal position with respect to broader constellations and institu
tional arrangements. For instance, the marginality of claims proces
sors is mostly a function of the position that their community occu
pies in the corporation and the insurance industry, a position that 
determines their ability to affect this context. 

Institutional non-participation 

It is often the case that, rather than being direct boundary rela
tions between communities and people or among communities, rela
tions of non-participation are mediated by institutional arrangements. 
This is true for claims processors. The low status ofthe job in the com
pany, the meager salary, the lack of encouragement of initiative, the 
perception of repetitiousness, the pervasive use of standardized reifi
cations to connect to the world, and the organization of the work in 
terms of narrow procedures all contribute to an experience of non
participation. But these relations of non-participation are not direct re
lations with the communities of practice implicated. Rather, they are 
mediated by institutional arrangements. 

1 will end this chapter by using the example of claims processors to 
illustrate how non-participation in an institutional context can become 
a defining characteristic of practice. Although this example represents 
a fairly common situation, not all institutional arrangements lead to 
marginalization. 

N on-participation as institutional relation 

N on-participation pervades the design of the institutional con
text in which processors work. It is anchored in the things they do every 
day, in why and how they do them. In the case of claims processors, 
institutional relations of non-participation can be interpreted from a 
number of perspectives. 

• Non-participation as compromise. The atmosphere of non-participation 
is sustained by a reciproca! understanding on the part of manage
ment and claims processors. Overall, there is a striking complemen
tarity between the attitudes of employees and management with re
gard to their respective involvement in each other's purpose. For 
instance, the office manager asked me to make sure 1 did not intrude 
in the employees' breaks: "lt's their time," she declared. And indeed, 
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whereas my occasional tape recordings had encountered no opposi
tion in the office, the group 1 usually went to breaks with refused to 
have the recorder on during breaks because these recordings were 
something they associated with work. "No way! We don't talk about 
work during break." My own observation is that they do talk about 
work quite a bit during their breaks - they just do not want to think 
of their breaks in those terms. Admitting that they talk about work 
on their own time would be admitting that they ha ve identified them
selves with work, that the separation they strive to maintain is threat
ened. A balance seems to have been achieved: you give me your time 
and 1'11 give you money; you don't invest yourself in me and 1 don't 
invest myself in you. It is in the context of this mutual compromise 
of non-participation that claims processors form their own commu
nity of practice and negotiate their identities as workers. 

• Non-participation as strategy. As a pervasive subtext of the claims 
processors' relationship with the institution, non-participation is per
ceived with a fair amount of ambivalence; it is something they both 
resent and embrace. From their perspective, non-participation is con
strued as a source of disengagement and boredom, on the one hand, 
and on the other as a source of freedom and privacy - a cherished 
sphere of selfhood. They can feel profoundly bored and depressed, 
but the fact that they can leave their job behind as soon as they walk 
out of the office is an aspect of their relation to their work that they 
value. "l'm off. That's it!" They see their identity mainly outside 
their job. "1 don't want it to be, like, my life is my job." What they de
scribe as the worst possible situation is when the stress of work be
comes such - as it sometimes does - that it spills over into their pri
vate time and they start thinking about claims processing while away 
from the office. 

• Non-participation as cover. In a service industry dealing with pain
ful situations such as diseases, financia! difficulties, and death, non
participation can also be a shield from broader conflicts. "It's kind of 
screwy, but you should not think of the person. You ha veto think of 
the company." When claims processors have to answer the phone 
and talk with displeased customers, they cannot take it too person
ally. As 1 mentioned in Vignette 1, callers who have not received 
money they counted on can be rather unpleasant and, not infre
quently, even abusive, venting on claims processors their frustration 
with a bureaucratic system they do not trust. Non-participation pro-
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vides protection for one's sensitivity from the broader moral issues 
and societal conflicts of interest one feels powerless to address - the 
"I just work here" syndrome. 

These relations of non-participation underlie the artifacts that claims 
processors use: the forms, the rules, the production reports. Non
participation likewise pervades the relations they develop with custom
ers and representatives of the corporation. When relations of non
participation are mediated by systematic institutional arrangements, 
they can reach deep into the definition of a practice. 

Non-partiripation as practice 

A significant amount of the processors' communal energy goes 
into making their time at work a livable realization of their marginality 
within the corporation and the insurance industry. Non-participation 
becomes an active aspect of their practice. The subtle cultivation of 
non-participation is not something claims processors talk much about, 
but it's in the air-a tacitly shared understanding. It manifests in the 
instantaneous legitimacy obtained by remarks about looking forward to 
the weekend or wishing it were four o'clock; in the mutually support
ive way they inject into their working interactions spontaneous con
versations about their private lives, hobbies, favorite TV shows, or per
sonal relationships; and in the way they walk out and say good-bye 
at the end of the da y, hurry toward the parking lot, and scatter toward 
their cars - becoming at once silent and animated as they go their sep
arate ways. While they cultivate a rather friendly atmosphere at work, 
few of them sustain tight bonds of friendship with colleagues outside 
the office. In absorbing their experience of non-participation, their 
practice even creates a momentum that reproduces this relation. 

Participation and non-participation are both constituents of their 
identities in interrelated ways. Whereas claims processors for the most 
part maintain a distance - and are maintained at a distance - from 
the institutional aspects of their job, they mostly identify with their 
shared practice and membership in their community. They identify 
with the enterprise of making their work possible and, if not always 
personally satisfying, at the very least habitable for the kinds of iden
tities they construct. Their engagement in this shared practice engen
ders a commitment to each other and to their common conditions that 
amounts to a substantial expeperience of participation. In other words, 
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the identities of non-participation that they develop with respect to the 
institution and to the content of their work are an integral part of their 
identities of participation in their own communities of practice. In deal
ing with their marginality, they place this complex mixture of participa
tion and non-participation at the core of their practice and their iden
tities as workers. 
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Modes of belonging 

In Chapter 6, 1 talked about identity in terms of belonging to commu
nities of practice. But to make sense of the formation of identity in a 
context such as the institutional non-participation described in Chap
ter 7, it is necessary to consider modes ofbelonging other than engage
ment in practice. The claims processors' experience of both participa
tion and non-participation is deeply part of their daily practice, but it 
also reaches beyond the walls of their office. In order to do their job, 
they must align their activities and their interpretations of events with 
structures, forces, and purposes beyond their community of practice 
and so find their place in broader business processes. Their identities as 
workers are affected by the picture they build of their position. They 
see themselves as participants in social processes and configurations 
that extend beyond their direct engagement in their own practice. They 
ha ve to make sorne sense of many artifacts they encounter coming from 
practices they do not have access to. They may have to use their imag
ination to get a picture of these broader connections. They have an 
image of Alinsu, for instance, even though they have not had direct in
volvement with most of the practices that constitute the corporation. 
Yet this image is no less significant and, in a sense, no less real than 
their daily involvement at work. 

To make sense of these processes of identity formation and learn
ing, it is useful to consider three distinct modes of belonging (see 
Figure 8.1 ): 

l) engagement- active involvement in mutual processes of nego
tiation of meaning 

2) imagination - creating images of the world and seeing connec
tions through time and space by extrapolating from our own 
expenence 
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Figure 8. 1. Modes of belonging. 

shared histories 
oflesrnin9 

relationships 

3) alignment - coordinating our energy and activities in order to 
fit within broader structures and contribute to broader enter-
pnses. 

In this chapter, 1 will discuss the distinct mechanisms ofbelonging cov
ered by these terms and la y out the kinds of trade-offs they involve. I 
will then speak of the different kinds of communities that are defined 
through these different modes of belonging. In conclusion, 1 will artic
ula te the kind of community-building work associated with each mode 
of belonging. 

Engagement 

1 have described engagement as a threefold process, which in-
eludes the conjunction of: 

1) the ongoing negotiation of meaning 
2) the formation of trajectories 
3) the unfolding of histories of practice. 

lt is in the conjunction of all three processes - as they take place 
through each other - that engagement becomes a mod~ of belonging 
and a so urce of identity. Although the concept of engagement need not 
be defined in terms of specifiable communities of practice, the two con
cepts are closely linked since mutual engagement will give rise to com
munities of practice over time. 
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1 ha ve airead y talked at length about engagement as a source of iden
tity, and 1 need not add much here. However, in arder to create a 
contrast with the other two modes of belonging, 1 should emphasize 
again the bounded character of engagement. First, there are obvious 
physicallimits in time and space: we can be only in one place at a time 
and dispose of only a finite number of hours per da y. In addition, there 
are physiologicallimits to the complexity that each of us can handle, to 
the scope of activities we can be directly involved in, and to the number 
of people and artifacts with which we can sustain substantial relation
ships of engagement. This bounded character is both the strength and 
the weakness of engagement as a mode of belonging. 

Trade-offs of engagement 

The boundedness of engagement may seem like a limitation, 
but it is a crucial resource enabling the delicate process of negotiating 
viable identities. Within the mutuality it affords, we contribute to de
fining the enterprises through which we define ourselves. In other 
words, we both adopt and contribute to shaping the relations of ac
countability by which we define our actions as competent. Indeed, 
engagement transforms communities, practices, persons, and artifacts 
through each other. In this regard, engagement is an interesting dimen
sion of power: it affords the power to negotiate our enterprises and thus 
to shape the context in which we can construct and experience an iden
tity of competence. 

Engagement, however, can also be narrow. The understanding inher
ent in shared practice is not necessarily one that gives members broad 
access to the histories or relations with other practices that shape their 
own practice. Through engagement, competence can become so trans
parent, locally ingrained, and socially efficacious that it becomes insu
lar: nothing else, no other viewpoint, can even register, let alone create 
a disturbance or a discontinuity that would spur the history of practice 
onward. In this way, a community of practice can become an obstacle to 
learning by entrapping us in its very power to sustain our identity. 

Imagination 

Claims processing is a common profession. At Alinsu's office, 
everyone knows very well that many others do similar work at other 
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locations and in other companies - all over the country and indeed all 
over the world. They have sorne direct and indirect contacts with other 
claims processors. They regularly talk to their colleagues at other com
panies when they must coordinate the benefits paid by different insur
ers for the same services. A few local claims processors have worked for 
other companies or in other Alinsu offices, and they have stories to 
tell. By extrapolating from their own experience, claims processors can 
imagine what the working lives of these other people are probably like. 
They can assume that they are colleagues and that their jobs are similar, 
with similar problems and similar solutions. Because of Alinsu's recruit
ing strategy, however, most claims processors are on their first job and 
this is all the processing experience they have with which to imagine 
the working lives of their peers elsewhere orto see themselves as one of 
a very large number of people who process claims da y after da y. 

lmagination is an important component of our experience of the 
world and our sense of place in it. It can make a big difference for our 
experience of identity and the potential for learning inherent in our 
activities. This brings to mind the story about the two stonecutters who 
are asked what they are doing. One responds: "1 am cutting this stone 
in a perfectly square shape." The other responds: "1 am building a ca
thedral." Both answers are correct and meaningful, but they reflect 
different relations to the world. The difference between these answers 
does not imply that one is a better stonecutter than the other, as far as 
holding the chisel is concerned. At the level of engagement, they may 
well be doing exactly the same thing. But it does suggest that their ex
periences of what they are doing and their sense of self in doing it are 
rather different. This difference is a function of imagination. As a re
sult, they may be learning very different things from the same activity. 

M y use of the concept of imagination refers to a process of expand
ing our self by transcending our time and space and creating new im
ages of the world and ourselves. lmagination in this sense is looking at 
an apple seed and seeing a tree. lt is playing scales on a piano, and en
visioning a concert hall. It is entering a temple and knowing that the rit
ual you are performing is performed and has been performed by mil
lions throughout the world. lt is seeing your grandfather take out his 
dentures and knowing that you had better brush you teeth. It is visiting 
your mother 's home farm and watching her as a little girllearning to 
love nature, the way she taught you to. lt is reading a biography and 
recognizing yourself in the struggles of a character. 



Chapter 8: Modes of belonging 177 

The term imagination is sometimes used to connote personal fan
tasies, withdrawal from reality, or mistaken as opposed to factual con
clusions. M y use of the term, however, emphasizes the crea ti ve process 
of producing new "images" and of generating new relations through 
time and space that become constitutive of the self. Calling this process 
imagination is, therefore, not to suggest that it produces aspects of our 
identity that are less "real" or "significant" than those based on mu
tual engagement. lt is rather to suggest that imagination involves a dif
ferent kind of work of the self- one that concerns the production of 
images of the self and images of the world that transcend engagement. 

lmagination does include fantasies. But this is precisely because it is 
a creative process that reaches beyond direct engagement, not because 
it is inherently misleading. 1 remember once standing with my children 
around a globe and pointing proudly: "This is where we live." They 
were duly impressed- not for a moment doubtful, yet a little puzzled
and 1 started to reflect on the kind of process by which it made sense to 
indicate a point on a globe and claim it is where we live. lt involved a 
kind of fantasy. It was the work of imagination, not in the pejorative 
sense of a fantasy but in the sense of creating a picture that was not ob
viously there. lt was very different from entering a house and saying 
"we live here." It was not imagination as opposed to fact, because the is
sue was not whether what 1 was saying was factual. At issue was con
structing a picture of the world such that it did make sense to point to 
a globe and say that we live "there." We talked about the earth, the solar 
system, and gravity, and from that perspective I think that it did seem 
rather exciting to them to think that, indeed, we live "there" - little 
stick figures glued to a huge revolving planet. 

Of course, imagination can involve stereotypes that overlook the finer 
texture of practice - for example, assuming that every Scot is a miser, 
that every Swiss is squeaky clean, or that every American is a material
ist. Again, such overgeneralizations are possible not because imagination 
is inherently misleading but because it can project our experience be
yond the sounding board of mutual engagement. Of course, imagination 
can be mistaken, but then so can engagement. Being mistaken or non
factual is not a defining characteristic of imagination. Through engage
ment, participants do not necessarily understand the world, each other's 
experiences, or their shared enterprise more accurately. Mutual en
gagement merely creates a shared reality in which to act and construct 
an identity. Imagination is another process for creating such a reality. 
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Finally, imagination as I use the term is not just an individual pro
cess. The stories that claims processors exchange about work in other 
offices and the discussions they have about their career prospects all 
nurture their collective imagination. The way nations use history to de
fine a sense of common roots is a social process through and through, 
one that calls u pon imagination to see the presentas the continuation of 
a shared heritage. The crea ti ve character of imagination is anchored in 
social interactions and communal experiences. Imagination in this sense 
is not just the production of personal fantasies. Far from an individual 
withdrawal from reality, it is a mode of belonging that always involves 
the social world to expand the scope of reality and identity. 

Trade-offs of imagination 

Through imagination, we can locate ourselves in the world and 
in history, and include in our identities other meanings, other possi
bilities, other perspectives. It is through imagination that we recognize 
our own experience as reflecting broader patterns, connections, and 
configurations. It is through imagination that we see our own practices 
as continuing histories that reach far into the past, and it is through 
imagination that we conceive of new developments, explore alterna
tives, and envision possible futures. By bringing the exotic to our door
step and carrying us into foreign lands, imagination can make us con
sider our own position with new eyes. By taking us into the past and 
carrying us into the future, it can recast the present and show itas hold
ing unsuspected possibilities. 

lmagination, however, can also be disconnected and íneffectíve. It 
can be based on stereotypes that simply project onto the world the as
sumptions of specific practices. Conversely, it can be so removed from 
any lived form of membership that it detaches our identity and lea ves 
us in a state of uprootedness. As a way of belonging, imagination is 
therefore a delicate act of identity because it plays with partícípation 
and non-participation, inside and outside, the actual and the possible, 
the doable and the unreachable, the meaningful and the meaningless. It 
thus runs the risk of losing touch with the sense of social efficacy by 
which our experience of the world can be interpreted as competence. 

Alignment 

Like imagination, alignment is a mode of belonging that is not 
confined to mutual engagement. The process of alignment bridges time 
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and space to forro broader enterprises so that participants become con
nected through the coordination of their energies, actions, and prac
tices. Through alignment, we become part of something big because 
we do what it takes to play our part. What alignment brings into the pic
ture is a scope of action writ large, of coordinated enterprises on a large 
scale, not inherent in engagement or in imagination. 

• We m ay engage with others in a community of practice without man
aging or caring to align this practice with a broader enterprise, such 
as the demands of an institution in the context of which we live. 

• We may be connected with others through imagination and yet not 
care or know what to do about it. 

lndeed, imagination does not necessarily result in a coordination of 
action. One can imagine what it was like to be a knight, but one does not 
necessarily adopt the code of chivalry for oneself. Claims processors 
can easily imagine that a large number of people do similar work under 
similar conditions, but they do not translate this understanding into ac
tion. They are not unionized and express no interest in being so; their 
professional identity does not congeal into any kind of global or political 
activism beyond their local engagement in work. On the other hand, 
they do not feel close to their own managers- especially upper manage
ment, whose work they express difficulty in imagining: 

For one thing, I don't really know [them]. Sure I say "hi" to them, but they 
don't really make themselves, you know, known to us. Like we just know their 
names, we don't know what kind of a person they are, we don't, we don't know 
anything, they just, they're just there. We don't really know what they do, we 
don't really know anything about them. 

Even so, processors do align their practices with the directives they re
ceive and work hard to maintain that alignment. They even clean their 
desks and dress up whenever a visit is announced. This alignment with 
the expectations of their employer is an expression of their belonging 
to the broader social system in which their industry operares. 

Neither engagement in shared practice nor imagination entails align
ment and, in turn, alignment does not entail mutual engagement or 
imagination. 

• Following the law of the land, complying with reified institutional 
requirements, buying the right kind of shoes to follow the la test fash
ion, or contributing to the monthly sales target- non e of these forros 
of alignment requires engagement with the practices that generate 
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such standards or definitions of competence. If we send a check to 
support a cause then we are aligning our energies with that cause to 
sorne extent, but in the process we are not necessarily engaged in any 
community of practice. 

• E ven though alignment can be broad in scope, it does not entail imag
ination. When they fill out forros ofthe type described in Vignette II, 
claims processors are aligning their actions with the demands of the 
institution. However, they do not (for a complex set of reasons) apply 
a corresponding amount of imagination to build a picture of why 
specific steps in procedures are the right thing to do. Similarly, each 
of the two stonecutters can follow a foreman's instructions and cut 
the right kinds of stones into the correct shapes. Of course, imagina
tion can change both our understanding of alignment and our ability 
to control it - beca use imagination helps build a picture of how our 
part fits - but this is different from viewing alignment and imagina
tion as equivalent, or as implying or subsuming each other. 

In connecting and thus magnifying the effects of our actions, align
ment is an important aspect of belonging. For instance, governmental 
institutions, scientific methods, artistic genres, religious faiths, fash
ions, political and social movements, educational standards, and busi
ness enterprises all propase broad systems of styles and discourses 
through which we can belong by aligning, for certain purposes, our 
ability to direct our energy and affect the world. 

Because alignment concerns directing and controlling energy, it like
wise concerns power: the power over one's own energy to exercise 
alignment and the power to inspire or demand alignment. The concept 
of power often has evil connotations, especially when it is used to char
acterize social relations. In the sense of directing and aligning energy, 
however, power is neither inherently evil nor necessarily conflictual 
(though it can be both in specific cases). 1 It is a condition for the possi
bility of socially organized action. 

Trade-offs of alignment 

Alignment amplifies the ramifications of our actions by coor
dinating multiple localities, competencies, and viewpoints. It expands 
the scope of our effects on the world. We can contribute to producing 
actions and artifacts that no specialized practice can produce. We can 
manage levels of scale and complexity that give new dimensions to 
our belonging. Alignment can thus amplify our power and our sense of 
the possible. 
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Alignment, however, can also be blind and disempowering. It can be 
an unquestioning allegiance that makes us vulnerable to all kinds of de
lusion and abuse. It can be coerced via threat or violence, thereby sep
arating as much as it coordinares. lt can be a process of coordination 
based on a literal interpretation of instructions and so open no vista into 
the perspectives it connects. It can be a prescriptive process that re
moves from communities their ability to act on their own understand
ing and to negotiate their place in the larger scheme of things. It can be 
a confrontation of conflicting interests that leaves sorne all-powerful 
and others powerless. lt can be a violation of our sense of self that 
crushes our identity. 

Belonging and communities 

Engagement, imagination, and alignment each create relations 
of belonging that expand identity through space and time in different 
ways. 

1) 1 ha ve argued that engagement has a bounded character. 
2) Because imagination involves unconstrained assumptions of re

latedness, it can crea te relations of identity anywhere, through
out history, and in unrestricted number. Of course, not all of 
these relations are significant. 

3) Alignment can also span vast distances, both socially and physi
cally. It will tend to be more focused than imagination since it 
entails an investment of personal energy, which cannot be split 
indefinitely. 

With engagement, imagination, and alignment as distinct modes of 
belonging, communities of practice are not the only kind of commu
nity to consider when exploring the formation of identities. lndeed, call
ing the viewers of a television program a community of practice, for 
instance, would be pushing the concept beyond its usefulness. Viewers 
know that there are others - perhaps millions - who watch the same 
show, but it is only through their imagination that they can conceive of 
their viewing as membership in such a collectivity. And if, for a given 
time, a number of people tune to a certain channel, gaze at the screen, 
and watch the same show, this kind of alignment derives only from the 
distribution of television sets and programs, not from the mutual rela
tions involved in the negotiation of a shared practice. 

lmagination creates a kind of community. Two readers of a given 
newspaper who happened to be traveling on the same train would be 

l 
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able to imagine a common history of reading the same kinds of articles. 
They might even assume that they are each the kind of person who typ
ically reads that kind of publication, or that they ha ve stores of charac
teristics and experiences in common. They could be wrong of course, 
but the point is that their mutual link to a common readership creates 
a kind of community to which they see themselves as belonging.2 Sim
ilar scenarios could be compiled for the users of a computer system, the 
adepts of a sport, the successful, the overweight, people who stutter, 
those who hate fluorescent lights, or those who listen to the same kind 
of music. The inhabitants of a city, people who are disabled, immi
grants from a certain region, people born as twins, lovers of Celtic 
music - each of these groups shares something that creates a kind of 
community. Belonging to such a community can contribute to the iden
tities of those involved, even if it does not involve the joint develop
ment of a shared practice. 

Alignment also creates a kind of community. Allegiance to a creed, 
a movement, the environment, a nation, a religion, a star performer, or 
a sports team can rally the energies of unlikely bedfellows. The com
mitments that unite them often have little to do with personal com
monality or differences. The forms that such commitments take, and 
their root in specific experiences, may be unimaginable from one sit
uation to another; it is their alignment that matters. A movement like 
environmentalism, for instance, is constituted by a collection of moti
vations, beliefs, and passions that may have very different origins for 
different participants. Yet, the alignment behind the idea of preserving 
the environment does create a vast community united by a common 
purpose. A positivist biologist and a new-age worshiper of the planet
being may not agree about very much, but they will show up at the 
same rally anyway, ready to forget all their differences and join forces 
in order to save a piece of marshland. This kind of allegiance can gal
vanize energies in ways that create a strong community. 

One could endeavor to list the types of communities: of practice, of 
affinity, of taste, of interest, of economic status, of profession, of geo
graphical proximity, of experience, of allegiance, of standardization, 
and so on. Each of these may ha ve relevance to specific contexts. But 
such a list goes on and on. Rather than classifying communities under 
fixed categories, the modes of belonging introduced in this chapter 
provide a framework for understanding how these communities are 
consti tu te d. 

Though engagement, imagination, and alignment are distinct modes 
of belonging, they are not mutually exclusive. A given community can 
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be constituted by all three in various proportions, and the variety of 
these combinations results in communities with distinct qualities. Given 
a community, one might wonder what the possibilities for mutual en
gagement are, what material supports imagination, and how alignment 
is secured. Such questions focus not on classification but on mecha
nisms of community formation, as well as on the trade-offs and kinds 
of work involved. 

When the dominance moves from one mode ofbelonging to another, 
a community changes its character. For example, a nation under threat 
can shift from imagination to alignment to the extent that its citizens 
are ready to forget their individual differences and to kili and die for 
their nation. 

One mode of belonging may affect another. Having to join the ranks 
of the unemployed, finding that your own child is homosexual, being 
promoted, or winning the lottery opens new ways of seeing yourself 
that can redirect your political orientation. Leaders often make appeals 
to imagination in an effort to justify alignment by claiming the exis
tence of a "natural" community. The rise of nationalism in the nine
teenth century is an example in point, when nationalist leaders made 
appeals to (often spurious) ties of common origins and linguistic unity 
in order to support their struggles for national alignment.3 

The role of rituals, for instance, can be understood in terms of com
munity formation. Rituals connect local practices and identities to other 
locations across time and space. They are a form of engagement that 
can bolster imagination - by cultivating the sense of others doing or 
having done the same thing- and alignment - by channeling an invest
ment of the self into standardized activities, discourses, and styles.4 

Because relations between engagement, imagination, and alignment 
are not fixed o ver time, these modes of belonging provide a framework 
for understanding the variety of community types, as well as for analyz
ing the transformations of these communities over time and appreciat
ing the kinds of work of belonging that such transformations require. 

The work of belonging 

Because each mode involves trade-offs, it is not useful to think 
of one mode as better than the others in terms of potential for learn
ing and identity. In fact, most of what we do involves a combination of 
engagement, imagination, and alignment, though more emphasis on 
one or the other gives a distinct quality to our actions and their mean
ings. One reason for distinguishing among engagement, imagination, 
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and alignment is that they require different conditions and kinds of 
work. The alumni of a college or the listeners of a public broadcasting 
station may be aware that they belong to sorne kind of community, but 
getting them to pledge funds usually requires a substantial amount of 
alignment work. In fact, the demands of engagement, imagination, and 
alignment can conflict, even when they enhance the learning potential 
of each other. Taking the time to attend a conference to open one's ho
rizon may conflict with the delivery schedule of a work team. To con
elude this chapter, 1 will summarize the kind of "work of belonging" 
associated with each mode. 

The zvork of engagement 

The work of engagement is basically the work of forming com
munities of practice. As such, it requires the ability to take part in mean
ingful activities and interactions, in the production of sharable artifacts, 
in community-building conversations, and in the negotiation of new 
situations. It implies a sustained intensity and relations of mutuality. 
To recap, the work of engagement characteristically entails such pro
cesses as: 

1) the definition of a common enterprise in the process of pursu-
ing it in concert with others 

2) mutual engagement in shared activities 
3) the accumulation of a history of shared experiences 
4) the production of a local re gime of competence 
5) the development of interpersonal relationships 
6) a sense of interacting trajectories that shape identities in rela

tion to one another 
7) the management of boundaries 
8) the opening of peripheries that allow for various degrees of 

engagement. 

In order to support learning, engagement requires authentic access 
to both the participative and the reificative aspects of practice in con
cert. In terms of participation, engagement requires access to and inter
action with other participants in the course of their own engagement. 
Engagement also requires the ability and the legitimacy to make contri
butions to the pursuit of an enterprise, to the negotiation of meaning, 
and to the development of a shared practice. In terms of reification, 
engagement requires access to the full reificative paraphernalia of prac
tice in the course of its use: symbols, tools, language, documents, and 
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the like. lt is this dual access to participation and reification that makes 
engagement a special context for learning and identity. A lack of access 
to either participation or reification results in the inability to learn. 

The work of lmaglnatzvn 

lmagination requires the ability to disengage - to move back 
and look at our engagement through the eyes of an outsider. lt requires 
the ability to explore, take risks, and create unlikely connections. lt de
mands sorne degree of playfulness. Characteristically, the work of imag
ination entails such processes as: 

1) recognizing our experience in others, knowing what others are 
doing, being in someone else's shoes 

2) defining a trajectory that connects what we are doing to an ex
tended identity, seeing ourselves in new ways 

3) locating our engagement in broader systems in time and space, 
conceiving of the multiple constellations that are contexts for 
our practices 

4) sharing stories, explanations, descriptions 
5) opening access to distant practices through excursions and 

fleeting contacts - visiting, talking, observing, meeting 
6) assuming the meaningfulness of foreign artifacts and actions 
7) creating models, reifying patterns, producing representational 

artifacts 
8) documenting historical developments, events, and transitions; 

reinterpreting histories and trajectories in new terms; using his
tory to see the present as only one of many possibilities and the 
future as a number of possibilities 

9) generating scenarios, exploring other ways of doing what we 
are doing, other possible worlds, and other identities. 

lmagination requires the ability to dislocate participation and reifica
tion in order to reinvent ourselves, our enterprises, our practices, and 
our communities. N ew and perhaps incongruous mixes of participation 
and reification are one way of creating novel situations of learning. 

In terms of participation, imagination requires an opening. lt needs 
the willingness, freedom, energy, and time to expose ourselves to the 
exotic, move around, try new identities, and explore new relations. lt re
quires the ability to proceed without being too quick with the con
straints of a specific form of accountability, to accept non-participation 
as an adventure, and to suspend judgment. Participation can also serve 

-
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imagination with visits, contacts, and travel that provide exposure to 
other ways of doing things, other enterprises, other practices, and other 
communities. 

In terms of reification, imagination requires matérial to work with. 
Reification can provide tools of imagination - maps, visualization, stor
ies, simulations - tools to see patterns in time and space that are not 
perceivable through local engagement. It can also provide a language: 
new words to talk about one's place in the world. 

• On the one hand, imagination uses reification to create connections 
across boundaries and histories, beyond direct engagement. Reifica
tion thus feeds imagination through the ability of its forms to travel 
across time and space. lt triggers imagination by causing interpreta
tions with mismatched forms of participation. 

• On the other hand, imagination plays with forms. It explores them as 
forms. It rearranges them, lets them propose their own combina
tions, builds on incongruity and serendipity. Reification thus affords 
an opportunity to step back and see situations in a different way. Re
ification can be detached from engagement and thrown around: it 
allows rearranging the world and dislocating experience. 

With insufficient reification, there may not be enough material to play 
with, to bounce off from, and to shake free from time and place. It may 
be difficult for imagination to take off. 

The work of alignment 

Alignment requires the ability to coordinate perspectives and 
actions in order to direct energies toa common purpose. The challenge 
of alignment is to connect local efforts to broader styles and discourses 
in ways that allow learners to invest their energy in them. Whether it 
is about a scientific method, an artistic or a social movement, a moral 
commitment, or the charter of an organization, alignment requires the 
ability to communicate purpose, needs, methods, and criteria. Charac
teristically, the work of alignment entails such processes as: 

1) investing energy in a directed way and creating a focus to coor-
dina te this investment of energy 

2) negotiating perspectives, finding common ground 
3) imposing one's view, using power and authority 
4) convincing, inspiring, uniting 
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5) defining broad visions and aspirations, proposing stories of 
identity 

6) devising proceduralization, quantification, and control struc
tures that are portable (i.e., usable across boundaries) 

7) walking boundaries, creating boundary practices, reconciling 
diverging perspectives. 

Alignment requires specific forms of participation and reification to 
support the required coordination. lt requires participation in the form 
of boundary practices and of people with multimembership who can 
straddle boundaries and do the work of translation. With insufficient 
participation, our relations to broader enterprises tend to remain lit
eral and procedural: our coordination tends to be based on compliance 
rather than participation in meaning. Furthermore, our common terms 
and shared artifacts can have disconnecting as much as connecting 
effects. 

In terms of reification, alignment requires sharable artifacts- bound
ary objects able to create fixed points around which to coordinate activ
ities. lt can also require the creation and adoption ofbroader discourses 
that help reify the enterprise and by which local actions can be inter
preted as fitting within a broader framework. With insufficient reifica
tion, coordination across time and space may depend too much on the 
partiality of specific participants, or it may simply be too vague, illu
sory, or contentious to create alignment. 

Because engagement, imagination and alignment each have different 
but complementary strengths and weaknesses, they work best in com
bination. In fact, I will argue in Coda 11 that by combining them ef
fectively, a community of practice can become a learning community. 
But before doing so, I must specify in more detail the mechanisms by 
which engagement, imagination, and alignment become constituents of 
our identities. 
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ldentification and negotiability 

The mix of participation and non-participation that shapes our iden
tities has to do with communities in which we become invested, but it 
also has to do with our ability to shape the meanings that define these 
communities. Each member of a couple, for instance, may identify very 
deeply with their being a couple. They may also be viewed and iden
tified as a couple by all their friends and relatives. It may be an unques
tionable part of who they are. Yet there may still be substantial argu
ment about what it means to be a couple as a way ofliving together, and 
who can determine at any given time how being a couple is to be imple
mented. The fact that they care enough about being a couple to argue 
about it reflects the degree to which they identify with the relationship. 
Their identification holds them together enough to debate the ques
tion, but the question is not resolved by identification itself. Working 
out what it means to be together and how to go about living as a couple 
is an additional dimension of their relationship that contributes in its 
own right to shaping the kinds of identity that belonging to that couple 
will produce. 

More generally, our identities form in this kind of tension between 
our investment in various forms of belonging and our ability to nego
tiate the meanings that matter in those contexts. ldentity formation is 
thus a dual process. 

1) 1 dentification is one half of it, providing experiences and mate
rial for building identities through an investment of the self in 
relations of association and differentiation. 

2) Negotiability, the other half, is just as fundamental, because it 
determines the degree to which we have control over the mean
ings in which we are invested. 

The interaction of these two components of identity will be the cen
tral theme of this chapter. For this discussion, 1 will bring together the 

188 
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themes introduced so far in Part 11. Combining all these concepts will 
result in a kind of "social ecology of identity," which is summarized in 
Figure 9.1. This figure is in fact a wrap-up of the chapter, but 1 show it 
now beca use having an advance overall view of its structure may facili
tate the reading of the chapter. Very briefly, here is how to interpret the 
figure (1 will go from top to bottom, but the figure works both ways). 

• The top shows identity as being constituted by two components. 
• The next leve! down states that identification and negotiability can 

each give rise to participation as well as to non-participation, result
ing in four combinations. 

• Then 1 list familiar examples to illustrate these four possibilities for 
each mode of belonging as introduced in the last chapter. lndeed, 
each mode can be a source of identification and a source of negotia
bility: 

1) engagement - through our direct experience of the world, the 
ways we engage with others, and the ways these relations re
flect who we are 

2) imagination - through our images of the world, both personal 
and collective, that locate us in various contexts 

3) alignment - through our power to direct energy, our own and 
that of others. 

• The next !ayer shows the kinds of structural relations that shape pro
cesses of identification and negotiability. ldentification congeals into 
forms of membership, and negotiability into forms of "ownership of 
meaning." 

• The bottom !ayer shows the types of social structures that corre
spond to the two processes at the top. 

Talking about identities in terms of an interplay of identification 
and negotiability will bring issues of power to the fore. As 1 specified 
in Chapter 8, power is not construed exclusively in terms of conflict or 
domination, but primarily as the ability to act in line with the enter
prises we pursue and only secondarily in terms of competing interests. 
1 will treat issues of power not so much in terms of political institutions 
or economic systems, which are the traditional focus of theories of 
power, but in terms of the negotiation of meaning and the formation 
of identities - that is, as a property of social communities. My focus 
on community, meaning, and identity is not to deny the importance 
of broader political and economic issues. The marginality of claims 
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Figure 9.1. Social ecology of identity. 

processors is certainly a function of a specific political and economic 
system, in which Alinsu represents a concentration of power. 1 But what 
struck me was the extent to which such a system affects the lives of 
people through the communities and identities they construct. Here, 
I will focus on just one aspect of power as an element of social life 
by arguing that a social concept of identity entails a social concept of 
power and, conversely, that a discussion of power must include consid
erations of community, negotiation of meaning, and identity. Note that 
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issues of power of the kind 1 am discussing are inherent in social life, 
and will not disappear e ven if we are so lucky and wise to devise an ideal 
economic and political system. 

ldentification 

By identification, 1 mean the process through which modes of 
belonging become constitutive of our identities by creating bonds or 
distinctions in which we become invested.2 Nationality, for instance, is 
a common source of identification. The process of identification may 
inelude: reifying the group of inhabitants of a region into a nation; 
being identified as a national of that country; acquiring identification 
papers to prove it; and identifying with that nationality in a personal 
way, with a deep experience of allegiance. 1 will incorporare all these 
aspects of identification in m y use of the term. In this sense, identifica
tion has the following characteristics. 

• lt is both participative and reificative. On the one hand, it is a reifi
cative process of"identifying as" (and being identified as) something 
or someone - a category, a description, a role, or other kinds of rei
ficative characterization. On the other hand, it is a participative pro
cess of "identifying with" something or someone - that is, develop
ing an association whose experience is constitutive of who we are. 

• lt is both something we do to ourselves and something we do to each 
other. We identify with a community and, conversely, are recognized 
as a member of a community. We think of ourselves in terms of 
labels - 1 am a grown-up, an introvert, an opera lover - and, con
versely, we are labeled by others as a good or bad pupil, a terrific or 
a terrible teacher, a popular student or a weirdo. So identification is 
a process that is at once both relational and experiential, subjective 
and collective. 

• ldentification can be both positive and negative in the sense that it in
eludes relations that shape what we are and what we are not. lt in
eludes what we enjoy being and what we dread. lt engenders identi
ties of both participation and non-participation. We can be ineluded 
in a community or exeluded, and still identify with the situation in 
both cases. We can pride ourselves on being a mathematician and 
we can pride ourselves on not being a nerd. We can be ashamed 
of being a drug user and we can be ashamed of not understanding 
mathematics. 
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The concept of identification is commonly used in psychology to 
refer to relationships between specific people. M y use of the term is 
not basically different, but I associate it more broadly with each of the 
modes of belonging introduced in the previous chapter. In this context, 
it refers to the constitutive character of our communities and our forms 
of membership (and non-membership) for our identities, as illustrated 
in the following diagram. 

identification 

communities 
forms of 

membership 

Identification is not merely a relation between people, but between 
participants and the constituents of their social existence, which in
eludes other participants, social configurations, categories, enterprises, 
actions, artifacts, and so forth. Identification is not merely a subjective 
experience; it is socially organized. It is not merely a static relation; it is 
a dynamic, generative process. Because it represents an investment of 
the self, identification generates the social energy that sustains both our 
identities and our communities in their mutual constitution.3 

In order to explore this concept of identification in its various facets, 
it is useful to consider it in the context of each m o de of belonging. 

Identification through engagement 

I have already discussed many of the processes by which 
engagement is a source of identification, so I need only highlight a few 
main points here. Engagement in practice is a double source of identifi
cation: we invest ourselves in what we do and at the same time we invest 
ourselves in our relations with other people. As we build communities 
of practice through this process, we work out our relations with each 
other and with the world, and we gain a lived sense of who we are. 

Through engagement in practice, we see first-hand the effects we 
ha ve on the world and discover how the world treats the likes of us. We 
explore our ability to engage with one another, how we can participare in 
activities, what we can and cannot do. But all this takes place in the do-
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ing. Our enterprises and our definition of competence shape our iden
tities through our very engagement in activities and social interactions. 

In the context of engagement, identification takes place in the doing; 
hence, the development of competence, the negotiation of a trajectory, 
and the work of reconciliation across boundaries are not necessarily self
conscious. Identification through engagement does not require a reifi
cation of the relations it is based on. As a result, engagement may not 
be perceived as an obvious source of identification by those involved. 
The process of identity formation can remain largely transparent be
cause our identities can develop by being engaged in action without be
ing themselves the focus of attention. 

However, engagement can also throw us off and disrupt the trans
parency of the identities that it creates. An unexpected success gives 
rise to a heightened sense of power; someone yells at us and we feel 
worthless. Through these disruptions of transparency and their resolu
tion, identification involves the kind of layering of participation and re
ification described at the beginning of Chapter 6. 

In the same chapter I argued that identity in practice is an experience 
of the familiar and the unfamiliar. In this context, boundaries are ex
perienced very participatively but concretely through our inability to 
engage fully in an activity, participare in a conversation, perform a de
manding task, notice a subtle cue, or respond to an unspoken expecta
tion. Boundaries are met in that brief look of disapprobation or incom
prehension when we have just put our foot in our mouth, the sensation 
of which can then linger as an indelible part of our identity. 

At the core of processes of identification through engagement is the 
direct experience of mutuality characteristic of communities of prac
tice. By recognizing each other as participants, we give life to our re
spective social selves. Within the bounds of engagement, our identities 
constitute each other through direct interactions so that identification 
is a two-way process. The mutuality of this process of giving and receiv
ing can be very fulfilling. It can make a community of practice the 
source of great social energy. For that very reason, however, we can 
become hostage to this experience and fail to move on. And for that rea
son also, a lack of mutuality in the course of engagement creates rela
tions of marginality that can reach deeply into our identities. 

Identification through imagination 

I have argued that identifying with a labellike "claims proces
sor" is not only a matter of engagement in practice, but also a matter of 
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seeing the label as referring to a widespread kind of profession. ldenti
fying with this kind ofbroad category, or using categories to character
ize large groups of people, requires the work of imagination. In addition 
to the use of categories, imagination also allows a certain playfulness by 
which the process of identification can in elude the ability to try things, 
take liberties, reflect, assume the existence of relations of mutuality, 
and position ourselves in a completely different context. 

lmagination is thus an important source of identification, one that 
takes the process beyond engagement in a variety of ways. lndeed, be
yond engagement, identification depends on the kind of picture of the 
world and of ourselves we can build. lt depends on the connections we 
can envision across history and across the social landscape. Through 
these connections, identification expands through time and space, and 
our identities take on new dimensions. 

Postindustrial societies are almost dizzying in their frantic produc
tion of material for imagination. As a result, there are endless poten
tia! topics for identification and thus an infinite variety of potential 
communities. 

• The expansion of consumer markets has generated countless ways 
of identifying with consumable products and putative communities 
defined by styles, fashions, brands, exotic gourmet foods, and so on. 

• Entertainment and news industries have disseminated images and 
information that are fodder for imagination. More generally, commu
nication technologies ha ve changed the time and space constraints of 
identification.4 The success of worldwide computer networks, for in
stance, is due not only to the access to information that they afford 
but also to the possibility of connecting with people who share an 
interest - developing, in the process, relations of identification with 
people all over the world. Thus our identities are expanded, spread
ing (so to speak) along the tentacles of all these wires and taking, 
through imagination, planetary dimensions.5 

• The social sciences and related institutionalized discourses have con
tributed to the process by generating analytical social categories in 
terms of ethnicity, gender, class, age, and so on, all of which can 
become material for identification.6 

In expanding identification beyond engagement, imagination can 
work by both association and opposition, defining our identities both by 
connecting us and by distancing us. lf two Parisians meet while visiting 
the Grand Canyon, they are likely to engage in a lively conversation, 
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recognizing in the midst of this foreign wilderness the bond of living in 
the same city, speaking the same language, driving down the same bou
levards, and basking in the same sense of municipal grandeur - now 
temporarily dwarfed by the timeless cliffs of the canyon. Their iden
tification with their city and their sense of mutual affinity are given a 
fleeting salience by the rocky vastness of the Arizona landscape. In 
Paris, however, these two Parisians may have little to do with one an
other - beyond swearing at each other 's driving while complaining 
about traffic, smog, and the weather. 

Imagination can yield a sense of affinity, and thus an identity of par
ticipation, but it can also result in a reaction of dissociation and a con
sequent identity of non-participation. We can imagine differences as 
well as commonalities. Parents forbid their children to befriend "those" 
neighbors. Leaders paint barbarie pictures of the enemy. Passing each 
other on the street, the artist and the businessperson, the adolescent 
and the elderly, the homeless and the police officer - each takes one 
look at the other and imagines an ocean of differences. There may in
deed be an ocean of differences between them, but at the same time 
they may be wrong; they may be using irrelevant or misleading stereo
types. For that moment, however, it does not matter. Their imagina
tion builds their selves by dissociation. They move on, refining in those 
imagined differences their sense of who they are. 

Note that even when this kind of identification is instantaneous, it 
still involves the work of imagination - again not in the sense that it is 
less real than identification based on mutual engagement, but that it 
brings about relations of identification established through a picture of 
the world into which the self can be projected. Not only is building that 
picture of the world and locating ourselves in it as much part of iden
tification as engaging in practice, but the two processes also feed each 
other. Our practices provide resources for building that picture, and 
that picture in turn determines how we understand our engagement in 
practice. 

1 dentification through alignment 

Through alignment, the identity and enterprise of large groups 
can become part of the identities of participants. Demanding or inspir
ing alignment is a form of identification because the power, individual 
or collective, to generate alignment extends our identity to the energy 
of those who align themselves. An inspiring leader or an authoritarian 
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parent will incorporare the effects of their inspiration or control into 
their own identities. Members of a dedicated professional group will 
identify with the actions of their colleagues. 

Similarly, "going along"- through willing allegiance or mere submis
sion - is a forro of identification because it shapes the way we experi
ence our own power and thus contributes to defining our identity. Go
ing to the hall game, rooting for the home team, entering in unison with 
a crowd of thousands into a big shout when a point is scored, hugging 
everyone after a victory, joining in the disappointment or the rage of 
a defeat - all this alignment of energy creates a way of taking part in 
something big. Identification through alignment does not ha ve to be so 
sensational, however. It can take the forro of concentration on a task, 
attention to details, or unwillingness to compromise. 

As noted in Chapter 8, aligning our efforts with the styles and dis
courses of certain institutions, movements, or systems of thought can 
be a very profound aspect of how we define ourselves. Allegiance to a 
scientific method, to a political cause, or to a family tradition can be
come an essential part of our identity. Because alignment affords the 
ability to invest our energy in terms of broadly defined enterprises, it 
can make us "larger" by placing our actions in larger context. 

Because alignment involves power, it often combines allegiance and 
compliance and thus results in the kind of subtle mix of participation 
and non-participation discussed in Chapter 7. 1 described the claims 
processors' experience of alignment with the institutional requirements 
of work as such a mixture. They begrudge the strictures and status of 
their positions, but they mostly subscribe to the political system that 
places them there. Their interpretations of their working conditions 
are indeed complex and somewhat contradictory. They tend to agree 
that it is crucial for them to fulfill the requirements of their employer in 
order to be paid and to keep their jobs. They even agree that they should 
try to serve Alinsu's customers as well as they can. Yet complaining is 
always considered appropriate, and getting away with small infractions 
is condoned as long as it is not done at the expense of someone else in 
the office. Hard work is admired, but it is also essential to try to have 
sorne fun: joining in, telling and hearing stories, eating snacks, gossip
ing, or learning astonishing facts about the world. The job is to be taken 
seriously, but it is proper to control carefully how much effort one in
vests in work, in learning, or in other displays of allegiance to the job 
and the corporation. 
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E ven in this kind of mix of allegiance and compliance, alignment sub
ti y becomes part of who we are. For instance, claims processors end up 
taking the company 's measures of production and quality quite seri
ously. Meeting production requirements goes beyond a mere financia! 
concern to beco me a yardstick of one 's individual capacities. lf they 
have difficulty maintaining their production and quality at the required 
leve!, they will take it very personally. 

lt is perhaps less clear that alignment is a form of identification when 
it manifests through pure relations of authority and submission. Yet, to 
the degree that such alignment directs our actions, it inevitably affects 
our identities. lndeed, even when alignment is achieved at gunpoint, it 
expresses a relation of power that seeps into the identities of those in
volved. Victims of abuse and tyranny must fight this invasion of their 
identities with efforts to dissociate themselves from their oppressors. 

N egotiability 

Identification, 1 have argued, is not the whole story. Processes 
of identification define which meanings matter to us, but do not in 
themselves determine our ability to negotiate these meanings. Another 
aspect of identity, therefore, is the issue of negotiability. Returning to 
the example of the couple, many people are deeply invested in relation
ships that do not afford them much say. And conversely, being able 
to control a relationship does not necessarily entail more identifica
tion with it. Sometimes identification and negotiability go together and 
sometimes they do not. But they cannot be reduced to each other. 

Negotiability refers to the ability, facility, and legitimacy to contribute 
to, take responsibility for, and shape the meanings that matter within a 
social configuration. Negotiability allows us to make meanings applica
ble to new circumstances, to enlist the collaboration of others, to make 
sense of events, or to assert our membership. Just as identification is 
defined with respect to communities and forms of membership in them, 
negotiability is defined with respect to social configurations and our po
sitions in them. Within these economies ofmeaning, negotiability among 
individuals and among communities is shaped by structural relations of 
ownership ofmeaning. This can be illustrated schematically by a diagram 
(see page 198) that parallels the one for identification. Unlike commu
nities and membership in the earlier diagram, the concepts of econo
mies and ownership of meaning are not commonly used and ha ve not 
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economies of 
meaning 

negotiability 

meaning 

been introduced yet. 1 need to focus on them first before turning to 
negotiability. For this introduction, 1 will use the COB worksheet of 
Vignette 11 as a running example. Claims processors have rather lim
ited control over the institutional conditions in which they work, and 
this worksheet stands as a symbol of their relations to their job and 
their emp1oyer. 

Economies of meaning 

The COB worksheet was not produced by claims processors in 
an effort to simplify their own work. Rather, it was designed by special
ists and mere! y adopted by claims processors as part of their own prac
tice. lt is thus given meaning in at least two communities of practice: 

1) the specialists who designed it give it meaning in the context 
of their own practice 

2) claims processors produce their own meanings for it in the 
course of using it. 

The meanings produced in the technical communities are not only 
different from those produced among claims processors, they also carry 
a very different status. When disgruntled customers pick up the phone 
and call A1insu, they are not interested in the processors' own mean
ings - for instance, in their insecurity at not being able to assess the 
plausibility of their results. The processors who answer the phone 
know that. They know they cannot just tell a dismayed customer that 
they followed the worksheet carefully. They cannot say that they added 
lines A and B and lines D and E, and then subtracted line F from line 
C, even though this is just what they did. They are well aware that oth
ers have other meanings for the procedure and the worksheet, and that 
those other meanings ha ve more value than their own. That is why they 
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feel embarrassed on the phone. When talking among themselves about 
this issue, they are not embarrassed. Even when talking with me they 
were not embarrassed, because through the relationships we had estab
lished they had come to trust that I was, somewhat to their surprise, 
genuinely interested in their own meanings. Assuming that their local 
meanings are irrelevant to outsiders and have little currency in the 
broader scheme of things is an important factor influencing the way 
they construe these local meanings as a lack of understanding. 

The meanings that the claims processors produce for the worksheet 
are not only local meanings; they are also part of a broader "economy of 
meaning" in which different meanings are produced in different loca
tions and compete for the definition of certain events, actions, or arti
facts. The notion of an economy of meaning is not relativistic in any 
simple sense of implying that all meanings should ha ve the same val u e. 
On the contrary, an economy of meaning suggests precisely that sorne 
meanings do achieve special status. There may be, one could argue, 
good reasons that the technical meanings of the procedure have more 
currency than the processors' local meanings. But acknowledging this 
asymmetry is different from talking about a linear scale of understand
ing, by whose measure one could simply say that claims processors do 
not understand the worksheet. Indeed, as I argued in Coda O, claims 
processors understand the worksheet either very insufficiently or all too 
well, depending on how one looks at the situation. In other words, say
ing- without qualifying the statement- that claims processors "do not 
understand" the worksheet is a tacit endorsement of the status of their 
own meanings within the economy of meaning in which they define 
their relations with the artifact. 

The relations of claims processors to the COB worksheet must there
fore be viewed not as a direct relation between people and an artifact, 
but rather as defined in the context of a broader economy of meaning in 
which the value of the meanings they produce is determined. Calling 
such social configurations "economies of meaning" makes sense be
cause the notion of economy emphasizes: 

1) a social system of relative values 
2) the negotiated character of these relative values 
3) the possibility of accumulating "ownership of meaning" 7 

4) the constant possibility of such positions being contested 
5) systems of legitimation that to sorne extent regulate processes 

of negotiation. 

l 
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An economy of meaning is not just a matter of official status. A par
ent, boss, or teacher may hold a position of authority, but in practice the 
actual ability to define the meaning of any situation must still submit to 
negotiation. So while an economy of meaning does reflect relations of 
legitimacy and power, it also captures the inherent fluidity ofthese rela
tions, which are themselves shaped through the negotiation of meaning. 

Ownership of meaning 

Claims processors are unable to answer the phone confidently, 
or even to feel confident about the results of their own calculation, be
cause the ownership of the meaning of the COB procedure is concen
trated elsewhere in the economy of meaning. They ha ve a local form 
of ownership: their own meanings reflect the struggle of their commu
nity and thus ha ve a local kind of validity. But they do not ha ve enough 
access to knowledgeable people to "appropriate" the technical mean
ings of the procedure into their own practice. 

Negotiability is thus shaped by relations of "ownership of mean
ing" - that is, the degree to which we can make use of, affect, control, 
modify, or in general, assert as ours the meanings that we negotiate. By 
using the term "ownership," 1 do not want to suggest that meaning is 
somehow objectified and commodified, or that it becomes an object 
(like a pie ce of land) that someone owns to the exclusion of everyone 
else and with the legal right to decide what is done with it. But 1 do 
want to suggest that: 

1) meanings ha ve various degrees of currency 
2) participants can have various degrees of control over the mean

ings that a community produces, and thus differential abilities 
to make use of them and modify them 

3) the negotiation of meaning involves bids for ownership, so that 
the social nature of meaning includes its contestable character 
as an inherent feature. 

Ownership of meaning, however, is neither an intrinsically antagonis
tic nor a particularly individualistic concept. Ownership of meaning 
can be shared and it can have degrees. In fact, it does not diminish from 
being shared.8 On the contrary, because meanings are socially negoti
ated, shared ownership can widen participation in their production and 
thus increase ownership for all participants.9 As a result, an economy 
of meaning is not necessarily divisive, aggressive, or contentious. 
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This notion of ownership does not imply that there is a single mean
ing attached to an event, action, or artifact. On the contrary, the notion 
of an economy of meaning implies the plurality of perspectives that are 
involved in the negotiation of meaning. Having a claim to owning the 
meaning of a piece of text, a knowing smile, a too!, or an idea is being 
able to come up with a recognizably competent interpretation of it. 
Such interpretation need not - in order to constitute ownership of 
meaning- be that of the author of the text, the producer of the smile, 
the builder of the too!, or the spokesperson of the idea; but it must 
have currency within an economy of meaning where it is recognized 
as a legitimate contender. 10 

Using the term "ownership" to refer to our ability to take responsi
bility for negotiating meaning, and thus to make sorne meanings our 
own, is not new. Teachers talk about students gaining ownership of the 
curricular material, and by this they refer to their achieving not only 
perfunctory mastery but personal meaning as well. In the world of 
work, too, people talk about having or not having ownership of their 
task or mission. In this sense, the notion of ownership refers both to an 
experience of holding sorne meanings as our own and to social relations 
of ownership with respect to others who might also claim sorne say in 
the matter. Ownership involves control over meaning, but the notion of 
control is not quite appropriate because it is too externalized. What 1 
call ownership of meaning is more intima te; it is deeper than just con
trol. It refers to the ways meanings, and our ability to negotiate them, 
become part of who we are. 

Ownership of meaning is defined within economies of meaning 
where the val u es of meanings are interdependent. Thus, appropriation 
by sorne can entail alienation from others. For instance, the appropria
tion by professional communities of such concepts as health and justice 
is meant to genera te practices and artifacts in the service of these public 
issues. But the technical discourses of such professional communities 
often end up constituting claims of ownership of the issues themselves. 
Such claims devalue the nontechnical understanding of these issues by 
the rest of the population, even though the definitions of issues like 
health and justice are in the end not primarily technical. 

Similarly, because of differences in position within an economy of 
meaning, appropriation can cause alienation by overshadowing or dis
placing original meanings. Thus, the politician's interpretation of an 
opinion poli becomes the will of the people. In public discourses that 
favor the authority of the written text, the anthropologist's voice can 

-- --, 
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come to displace those of the na ti ves. In a broader economy of mean
ing, appropriation by outsiders can thus alienate the producers of the 
original meanings: they become unable to reclaim their own meanings, 
which they no longer recognize but which have gained, in the process, 
new currency in the economy of meaning at large. 

Belonging to an economy of meaning can involve engagement, imag
ination, and alignment. For instance, the economy of meaning of a com
munity of practice is primarily based on engagement, the economy of 
meaning of a cultural heritage involves imagination, and the economy 
of meaning of an institutional discourse is primarily a matter of align
ment. 1 will now explore the notion of negotiability through each of 
these modes of belonging. 

Negotiabilizy through engagement 

Mutual engagement in the negotiation of meaning involves 
both the production of proposals for meaning and the adoption of these 
proposals. In the pursuit of a joint enterprise, these processes of pro
duction and adoption must go together. New meanings contribute toa 
joint enterprise to the extent that they are adopted; only then do they 
become effective in the community. Adoption is a necessary part of 
production.11 

This kind of interweaving of production and adoption of meaning is 
familiar to those who take part in brainstorming sessions. In such a pro
cess of negotiation, production and adoption of meaning are so closely 
and dynamically intertwined that it is often difficult to distinguish be
tween them. Adopting a meaning is contributing to its interactive pro
duction. For all practica! purposes, it is largely unnecessary in such a 
setting to know exactly who is producing and who is adopting. In fact, 
if issues of ownership start to distinguish the production from the adop
tion of meaning, such issues are likely to come in the way of the joint 
activity. A brainstorming session works because production is no more 
of a contribution to the activity than adoption. 

As 1 argued in Chapter 3, it is this interactional characteristic of prac
tice that allows newcomers to appropriate the meanings of a commu
nity and develop an identity of participation. When learning how to 
speak, for instance, it is through an interplay of production and adop
tion of meaning that the child becomes a participant in conversations 
and acquires the language. lt is not pure production, because the lan
guage already exists; but neither is it mere adoption, because the child 
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is involved in the practice in which the language is used. Very early on, 
the child becomes engaged in producing meaningful utterances and, 
through this production, is able to explore the meanings of words in 
practice and dnelop an increasing ability to negotiate these meanings 
productively. Through such an interplay of production and adoption, 
mutual engagement supports the appropriation of the language by the 
child. 

Although mutual engagement can be a vehicle for sharing ownership 
of meaning, it can also be a vehicle for denying negotiability and can 
thus result in non-participation. If production and adoption become 
consistently separable, the distinction between them becomes an issue 
of marginality. Members whose contributions are never adopted de
velop an identity of non-participation that progressively marginalizes 
them. Their experience becomes irrelevant because it cannot be as
serted and recognized as a form of competence. 1 argued in Coda 1 that 
learning requires an interplay of experience and competence. A split 
between production and adoption of meaning thus compromises learn
ing because it presents it as a choice between experience and compe
tence: you must choose between your own experience as a resource 
for the production of meaning and your membership in a community 
where your competence is determined by your adoption of other's pro
posals for meaning. In other words, learning depends on our ability to 
contribute to the collective production of meaning because it is by this 
process that experience and competence pull each other. 

When, in a community of practice, the distinction between the pro
duction and adoption of meaning reflects enduring patterns of engage
ment among members - that is, when sorne always produce and sorne 
always adopt- the local economy of meaning yields very u neven owner
ship of meaning. This situation, when it persists, results in a mutually 
reinforcing condition of both marginality and inability to learn. 

Negotiabilzty through imagination 

lmagination, too, can be a way to appropriate meanings. Sto
ríes, for instance, can be appropriated easily because they allow us to 
enter the events, the characters, and their plights by calling upon our 
imagination. Stories can transport our experience into the situations 
they relate and involve us in producing the meanings of those events as 
though we were participants. As a result, they can be integrated into 
our identities and remembered as personal experience, rather than as 

td 
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mere reification. It is this ability to enable negotiability through imagi
nation that makes stories, parables, and fables powerful communication 
devices. Play is another process of imagination by which we can achieve 
a vicarious kind of negotiability, as when children appropriate mean
ings from the adult world. 

For claims processors to get a sense of what the COB procedure 
means beyond their own practice, it is therefore not necessary for them 
to join the community of technicians who designed it. They could have 
sorne conversations with the right people, they could read sorne expla
nations, they could spend sorne time as a group using their collective 
imagination to refine a picture ofthe procedure. For such purposes, the 
worksheet itself could be used without modification as an explanation 
too!. The strictly procedural interpretation that trainees are taught is 
not inherent in the worksheet. The same artifact can also be integrated 
into conversations that trigger imagination and open access to mean
ings from other practices. 

Here again, imagination is not to be construed in purely individual
istic terms. Children at play, claims processors exchanging stories, 
groups of students trying to make sense of a piece of text- all these are 
social events. Disciplines like history or anthropology are entire social 
institutions organized around the enterprise of understanding other 
times and cultures and appropriating their meanings in a vicarious way, 
whether this process of appropriation through imagination does justice 
to the original meanings or betrays them. 

When we cannot appropriate meanings because we do not have 
enough access to a practice, it is still through a process of imagination 
that we construe our exclusion as non-participation. Unlike computers 
that merely follow instructions, claims processors assume that there is 
sorne meaning to what they are told to do. But they assume that a large 
portian of these meanings líe beyond their own engagement in the pro
cess. These meanings must belong to someone, to be sure, but not to 
them: they are not theirs to access, let alone to own. In fact, becoming 
experienced at claims processing is in part a matter of learning merely 
to assume the meaningfulness of what you do. As 1 mentioned, the old
timer who helped her less experienced peers with the worksheet had 
not acquired a much better idea of what the procedure was about. She 
had simply learned to trust the results she obtained and to assume they 
made sense to someone. 

The processes of imagination involved in assuming that meanings 
we cannot appropriate belong to someone else can contribute to mar-
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ginalization. For claims processors, the COB worksheet functions not 
only as a guide for computations but also as a subtle reification of their 
role within the organization. This local interpretation of the worksheet 
is not one that claims processors discuss or articulate very explicitly, 
probably because it does not seem relevant. Yet it transpires clearly 
in remarks like those of Maureen, at the end of the dialogue shown in 
Vignette 11, when she concludes: "So 1 guess that's all you need to 
know: there is an aggregate." The meanings claims processors produce 
are about themselves as much as about the worksheet. lndeed, the im
possibility of appropriating alíen meanings turns the alíen character of 
meaning back onto the identity of the interpreter. They become mean
ings of non-participation. 

Assuming that meanings belong elsewhere does not always result in 
marginality. For newcomers, for instance, it is often a condition of en
try into a community. For full members, it can be a way to focus on 
their own partiality within the whole. Thus 1 am not suggesting that it 
is necessarily bad merely to assume the existence of meanings without 
attempting to share in their ownership. We do so all the time because 
our lives would be unbearably complicated otherwise. We are aware of 
our limitations and we recognize that we cannot pretend to understand 
everything; we must focus our attention and our efforts on the mean
ings that really matter to us. In fact, people with an overwhelming 
sense of entitlement - people who imagine they can appropriate the 
meaning of everything- are usually blind to their own limitations, prob
ably superficial, and apt to become extremely obnoxious. 

Negotiability through alignment 

Alignment requires the ability to affect the negotiation of mean
ing over a given social configuration. lt is the mode of belonging that 
most clearly gives rise to economies of meaning, beca use it requires the 
coordination of actions and therefore the encounter of various perspec
tives and meanings. But different processes of alignment among the 
parties in volved give rise to very different relations of negotiability. 

1) N egotiating, persuading, inspiring, trusting, and delegating 
are all processes by which alignment can be reached through 
shared ownership of meaning. 

2) Literal compliance, proceduralization, violence, conformity, 
and submission can all generate alignment with little regard to 
negotiability. 

rd 



206 Part 11: ldentlty 

Demanding alignment can be a way to expand the scope of one's 
ownership of meaning without sharing it. For instance, the COB work
sheet was meant to aligo the activities of claims processors with the 
procedural requirements of the company without sharing ownership of 
meaning. The technique Alinsu used for this purpose was to define ac
tions in terms of a few predefined operations, such as arithmetic oper
ators or entering a piece of data. It is no coincidence that the COB work
sheet looks very much like a computer program. In fact, transforming 
it into a simple computer program would require little more than a lit
eral translation into a programming language. A computer program is 
an extreme example of a reification designed to generate alignment 
without negotiability. lt is designed for interpretation by a machine that 
can perform only a restricted, well-defined set of operations. Given a 
program that assumes only the availability of these basic operations, a 
computer can fulfill very useful functions without any access to or 
responsibility for the broader meanings of its digital feats. 

As a source of alignment, this kind of literal compliance can be 
efficient, since it does not require the complex processes of negotiation 
by which ownership of meaning can be shared. But for the same rea
sons, it is brittle in that it makes alignment dependent on an environ
ment that is specifically organized, conforming, and free of unforeseen 
situations. Such lack of negotiability can only engender either strict 
alignment in terms of the reification or no alignment at all, which re
sults in an inability to adapt to new circumstances, a lack of flexibility, 
and a propensity to breakdowns. The applicability of such literal com
pliance is thus narrow. In particular, it does not support phone conver
sations in which customers expect to be invited- and indeed enabled
to negotiate, i11 their own terms, the meaning of their business with 
a company. 

lt is important, however, not to associate alignment exclusively with 
the lack of negotiability that results from such a one-sided process. De
manding alignment itself can be a means of sharing ownership of mean
ing. This can happen, for instance, when demanding alignment is a way 
of demonstrating a possibility and of providing initial guidance in order 
to hand over control. The reluctant compliance of students with the di
rectives of a demanding teacher can take these students beyond their 
own limitations, likes, and dislikes, and may result in their reaching 
new understandings of their own. As 1 will argue in Chapter 12, the crit
ica! issue in such a case is negotiability, not authority. 



f 

S 

t 

t 

l 

il 

r 

e 
1 

1 

t 

y 
r 

r 
g 

J 

Chapter 9: Identijicatlon and ne[iollabili~y 207 

The dual nature of identity 

As my earlier example of a couple illustrates, there is a com
plex relation between identification and negotiability (and thus between 
communities and economies of meaning). On the one hand, we tend to 
identify most strongly with the communities in which we develop the 
most ownership of meaning. On the other hand, there is also an inher
ent tension between identification and negotiability. This tension takes 
two forms. 

• Internally, a focus of common identification can itselfbecome the ob
ject of struggles for ownership of its meaning. Civil wars and family 
disputes are often the fiercest, at least in part because such conflicts 
concern objects of strong identification for all the parties involved. 

• With respect to the outside, the very process of identification con
strains negotiability. Cults and other forms of totalizing membership 
are extreme examples, but less intense forms of identification also 
shape what is negotiable and to what extent it is so. Membership is 
therefore both enabling and limiting of identity; it is both a resource 
anda cost. 

This tension is intrinsic to a social conception of identity. Theorizing 
about identity thus entails theorizing also about power and belonging. 

The dual na tu re of power 

Identity is a locus of social selfhood and by the same token a 
locus of social power. On the one hand, it is the power to belong, to be 
a certain person, to claim a place with the legitimacy of membership; 
and on the other it is the vulnerability ofbelonging to, identifying with, 
and being part of sorne communities that contri bu te to defining who we 
are and thus have a hold on us. Rooted in our identities, power derives 
from belonging as well as from exercising control over what we belong 
to. It includes both conflictual and coalescing aspects - it requires or 
creates sorne form of consensus in order to become socially effective, 
but the meaning of the consensus is something whose ownership al
ways remains open to negotiation. Power thus has a dual structure that 
reflects the interplay between identification and negotiability. 

This view takes power to involve a tension- a kind of inherent double 
bind, as it were - between identification and negotiability.12 Consider, 
for example, the situation of one politician accusing another of a lack of 
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patriotism. lt is instructive to cast the processes at play in this familiar 
scene in terms of identification and negotiability. On the one hand, 
there is nationality, which is expected to engender identification. On 
the other hand, there is a struggle to define what that means in the par
ticular circumstance - what kinds of behavior qualify as the shared 
"patriotism" that everyone is supposed to identify with. An accusation 
of lack of patriotism works only because it creates a tension between 
identification and negotiability. lt appropriates the meaning of a na
tional identity, with which people generally resonate, in arder to score 
a point in a struggle for power. 

Using patriotism to grab the moral high ground in a political con
test is a visible and public example that involves a rather open struggle 
for power, but processes of the same kind pervade our everyday life. 
Among claims processors, being a "nice" person is a point of identifi
cation, but who can define what being nice means in specific circum
stances? To say "You are not being very nice today" is a matter of ap
propriating the notion of niceness, and using identification with that 
notion in arder to convince someone to change behavior. In this ínter
play of identification and negotiability, there is a discipline of belong
ing, which we apply to ourselves and to each other in a very fine
grained process.13 

This view of power is rich and complex because it takes into account 
both our ability to get things done and our ability to live meaningfully. 
Identification without negotiability is powerlessness - vulnerability, 
narrowness, marginality. Conversely, negotiability without identifica
tion is empty - it is meaningless power, freedom as isolation and cyni
cism. Identification gives us material to define our identities; negotiabil
ity enables us to use this material to assert our identities as productive 
of meaning; and we weave these two threads into the social fabric of 
our identities. 

The dual nature of belonging 

The duality of identification and negotiability is reflected in the 
coexistence of communities and economies of meaning. As the inter
action of identification and negotiability cuts across relations of engage
ment, imagination, and alignment, each of these modes gives rise to 
interwoven communities and economies of meaning at various levels 
of aggregation. 
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A community of practice, for instance, is at once both a community 
and an economy of meaning. The definition of a joint enterprise brings 
the community together through the collective development of a 
shared practice. But the definition of that enterprise - and therefore 
the meanings of the shared practice - are to be negotiated among the 
participants through what I have called, in Chapter 3, the politics of 
participation and reification. In other words, the very process that pulls 
the community together also crea tes an economy of meaning by gener
ating something to negotiate; the focus of identification becomes the 
very object whose meaning is contested. 

Such interactions of identification and negotiability can also take 
place at different levels. When a style or a discourse spreads through a 
vast community or constellation, claiming ownership of its meaning 
becomes a source of power by the very fact that such style or discourse 
is a source of widespread identification. These kinds of dual processes 
are at work, for instance, in methodological arguments in scientific dis
courses, in efforts to claim the moral high ground with respect to con
tentious decisions, or in setting trends by appropriating the meaning of 
such highly regarded achievements as "being cool." 14 

The interweaving of communities and economies of meaning must 
be understood across various levels of aggregation and through various 
modes of belonging. These different levels interact. Claims processors 
define their interpretation of the COB worksheet in an economy of 
meaning that overlaps but is not congruent with their community of 
practice. It is congruent with a broader community of alignment or
ganized around the business process of claims processing, but this 
broader community is less a focus of identification than their local prac
tice. In other cases, identification may be with a broad community of 
alignment yet find an intense economy of meaning at the level of en
gagement, as when outside political or religious convictions become 
contested within a community of practice. As our nexus of multimem
bership crosses these levels, the work of reconciliation must address is
sues of negotiability as well as identification. It is not impossible to be 
a feminist in a Catholic household and identify with both, but the level 
of negotiability required will demand sorne work. 
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The dual work of identizv 

Communities and economies of meaning tend to cover over
lapping territories in the sociallandscape, but they emphasize different 
aspects of social configurations. 

1) Communities emphasize the ability of social configurations to 
constitute our identities through relations of belonging or not 
belonging. 

2) Economies of meaning emphasize the social production and 
adoption of meaning, and thus the possibility of uneven nego
tiability and contested ownership among participants. 

As a result, they require and reflect different kinds of work of the self 
It might be useful to characterize this work in general terms, keeping in 
mind that these terms take on different meanings in different contexts. 

• The work of identification can be described with concepts such as 
focusing social energy, inclusion and exclusion, commitment, affin
ity, differentiation, allegiance, solidarity, togetherness, stereotypes, 
paradigmatic trajectories, trust, shared histories, forgiveness, defin
ing boundaries, acceptance, inspiration, stories of identity, and so on. 

• The work of negotiability can be described with phrases like opening 
access to information, listening to other perspectives, explaining the 
reason why, making organizational policies and processes more trans
parent, seeking control, inviting contributions, defining individual 
rights, centralizing or distributing authority, negotiating and enforc
ing shared standards, opening decision processes, argumentation, 
sharing responsibilities, confrontation, voting, challenging bound
aries, and so forth. 

1 should insist that it can be misleading to define the work of iden
tification and negotiability by categorizing their elements so abstractly. 
A particular action can often be construed as an act of one or the other 
depending on the context. For instance, claiming to be a "collaborative 
team" can be a way to generate allegiance by proposing something that 
people can identify with; or, in the context of requesting the specific col
laboration of someone, it can be a way to appropriate the definition of 
the community in order to push an agenda. 

Indeed, the work of identification and the work of negotiability are 
accomplished through each other because each process is necessary to 
the other. 
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• Working the economy of meaning can be a way to preserve the com
munity by sharing ownership of meaning. For instance, involving 
everyone in a decision complica tes the process of arriving at that de
cision and may bring into the open all kinds of disagreements. Yet 
this sharing of ownership of meaning may well result in a deeper 
commitment to the community. 

• Conversely, focusing on identification may keep a community to
gether enough to go through a period of controversy and dissension. 
For instance, many communities surround difficult debates with rit
uals that affirm a shared identification and thus a commitment to 
working things out. 

Although the two kinds of work can reinforce each other, they are 
not substitutes for each other. Both are needed, and one cannot replace 
the other. The reason that family disputes or the disputes of a couple 
can sometimes seem so pointless is that arguments threaten the mutu
al identification, while the identification necessary to sustain together
ness is not likely to emerge out of competing for the right to define 
what being together means. The work of community building is not 
done merely by attempting to define or enforce standards, or to appro
priate righteousness. The work of identification takes more than laws 
and policing: it takes the mutuality that shared histories produce, a 
sense of connected past and future that crea tes bonds. Conversely, iden
tification does not by itself preclude or resolve differences, though it 
may give people the will to work through their differences. 

Social ecologies of identity 

Adding the duality of identification and negotiability to the 
themes introduced so far in Part 11 yields the basic constituents of a so
cial ecology of identity: 

1) dimensions of practice as dimensions of identity 
2) relations of participation versus non-participation 
3) modes ofbelonging- providing for various forms of social con

figurations at various levels of aggregation 
4) dual processes of identity formation - identification and nego

tiability 
S) dual aspects of social structure - communities and economies 

ofmeaning 
6) dual aspects of social status - membership and ownership of 

meanmg. 
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By incorporating both power and belonging into an ecology of iden
tity, the duality of identification and negotiability provides a sophisti
cated way of talking about the social construction of the person. It does 
not simply create an opposition between individuality and collectivity, 
but neither does it simply assimilate them. lnstead, it takes a different 
cut at the individuality-collectivity dichotomy by recasting it in terms 
of processes of identity formation. N either identification nor negotiabil
ity is inherently collective or individual. Yet their interplay in specific 
settings is what defines the meaning of the collective and the individual 
as an experience of identity. 

Because identification and negotiability are not simple opposites, it 
is important not to assume that one is good and the other bad. Even 
though the term "community" has a positive aura about it, it does not 
always refer to a positive process. For instance, the formation of strong 
ti es of identification at one level of aggregation may prevent the forma
tion of communities at another. It may even drive people apart. Racism 
is not resolved - and is in fact exacerbated -by the sense of community 
that specific segregated neighborhoods may have developed. Certainly, 
in the case of wars, processes of identification at work inside each nation 
contribute to the breakdown of a broader community among nations. 

1 have argued that a community is not necessarily peaceful, and that 
an economy of meaning is not inherently antagonistic. Yet even when 
an economy of meaning is abrasive, intense, or cut-throat, it is impor
tant to consider the processes of identification that keep it together and 
prevent it from blowing apart or degenerating into outright violence. 
Similarly, a community may be harmonious, but it is nevertheless im
portant to consider issues of negotiability and ownership of meaning 
and not simply assume a stable, self-sustaining unity. 

In speaking of identification and negotiability, 1 am not referring to 
a choice between collaboration and competition, between agreement 
and struggle, or between solidarity and individual rights. Rather, 1 am 
trying to describe a dual process that is more fundamental than these 
moral choices. 

o On the one hand, we form communities not because we fall short of 
an ideal of individualism or freedom, but because identification is at 
the very core of the social nature of our identities and so we define 
even our individualism and our freedom in that context. 

o On the other hand, our communities give r;se to economies of mean
ing not because we are evil, self-interested, or short-sighted, but be-
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cause negotiability - and thus contestability - is at the very core of 
the social nature of our meanings and so we construct even our shared 
values in that context. 

The resulting view of human nature is not reductionist, either in 
terms of individual utilitarianism or in terms of primordial communal 
togetherness. Because our identities are fundamentally constituted by 
processes of both identification and negotiability, our communities and 
our economies of meaning are inherent aspects of the social fabric in 
which we define who we are. Overlooking one process or the other, and 
especially thinking that one or the other could or should disappear to 
enable the other, is a misleading oversimplification of the social char
acter of human natureY 



Coda II 

Learning communities 

1 have argued in Coda 1 that learning involves an interaction between 
experience and competence. In communities of practice, the definition 
of competence and the production of experience are in very close inter
action. Mutual engagement in a shared practice can thus be an intricate 
process of constant fine tuning between experience and competence. 
Because this process goes both ways, communities of practice are not 
only a context for the learning of newcomers but also, and for the same 
reasons, a context for new insights to be transformed into knowledge. 1 

• On the one hand, a community of practice is a living context that can 
give newcomers access to competence and also invite a personal ex
perience of engagement by which to incorporare that competence 
into an identity of participation. When these conditions are in place, 
communities of practice are a privileged locus for the acquisition of 
knowledge. 

• On the other hand, a well-functioning community of practice is a 
good context to explore radically new insights without becoming 
fools or stuck in sorne dead end. A history of mutual engagement 
around a joint enterprise is an ideal context for this kind of leading
edge learning, which requires a strong bond of communal compe
tence along with a deep respect for the particularity of experience. 
When these conditions are in place, communities of practice are a 
privileged locus for the creation of knowledge. 

This close interaction of experience and competence is a fertile 
ground for learning, but 1 ha ve insisted that the two must remain in ten
sion. If they settle down into a state oflocked-in congruence, then learn
ing slows down, and practice becomes stale. The concepts introduced 
in Part 11 can help describe the means by which a community of prac
tice may keep this tension alive and thus be a learning community. 
Such a community includes learning, not only as a matter of course in 
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the history of its practice, but at the very core of its enterprise. As a way 
to bui1d a characterization of a 1earning community, 1 will briefly re
hearse the themes of each chapter in Part 11. 

Learning and identity in practice 

Because learning transforms who we are and what we can do, 
it is an experience of identity. lt is not just an accumulation of skills and 
information, but a process ofbecoming- to become a certain person or, 
conversely, to avoid becoming a certain person. Even the learning that 
we do entirely by ourselves eventually contributes to making us into a 
specific kind of person. We accumulate skills and information, not in 
the abstract as ends in themselves, but in the service of an identity. lt is 
in that formation of an identity that learning can become a source of 
meaningfulness and of personal and social energy. 

Viewed as an experience of identity, learning entails both a process 
and a place. lt entails a process of transforming knowledge as well as a 
context in which to define an identity of participation. As a conse
quence, to support learning is not only to support the process of acquir
ing knowledge, but also to offer a place where new ways ofknowing can 
be realized in the form of such an identity. If someone fails to learn as 
expected, it may therefore be necessary to consider, in addition to pos
sible prob1ems with the process, the lack of such a place as well as the 
competition of other places. In arder to redirect learning, it may be nec
essary to offer learners alternative forms of participation that are as 
much a source of identity as they are finding elsewhere. The transfor
mative practice of a learning community offers an ideal context for de
,·eloping new understandings because the community sustains change 
as part of an identity of participation. 

As a trajectory, an identity must incorporare a past and a future. 
Learning communities will become places of identity to the extent they 
make trajectories possible - that is, to the extent they offer a past and 
a future that can be experienced as a personal trajectory. In this re
gard, a community can strengthen the identity of participation of its 
members in two related ways: 

1) by incorporating its members' pasts into its history - that is, 
by letting what they have been, what they have done, and what 
they know contribute to the constitution of its practice 

2) by opening trajectories of participation that place engagement 
in its practice in the context of a valued future. 
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Similarly, 1 ha ve argued that the experience of multimembership can 
become so priva te that it no longer fits within the enterprise of any com
munity. The potentially difficult work of reconciliation can be facili
tated by communities that endeavor to encompass, within their own 
practice, an increasing portion of the nexus of multimembership of 
their members. For instance, sorne workplaces are taking steps to re
duce the chasm between family and work responsibilities. In other 
words, the work of reconciliation can be integrated in the community's 
enterprise and thus, to sorne extent, become part of a shared learning 
practice. Such communities will not only gain the allegiance of their 
members, they will also enrich their own practices. 

Participation and non-participation: peripherality 
and marginality 

When a community makes learning a central part of its enter
prise, useful wisdom is not concentrated at the core of its practice. 
There is a wisdom of peripherality - a view of the community that can 
be lost to full participants. lt includes paths not taken, connections over
looked, choices taken for granted. But this kind of wisdom often re
mains invisible evento those who hold its potential, because it can easily 
become marginalized within established regimes of competence. Note 
that there are two kinds of marginality involved here, reflecting the 
community-identity duality: 

1) marginalities of competence - certain members are not full par
ticipants 

2) marginalities of experience - certain experiences are not fully 
accountable to the regime of competence because they are re
pressed, despised, feared, or simply ignored. 

Of course, these two kinds of marginality often overlap, but not always. 
Full participants are not immune to marginal experience. 

Turning marginalities into peripheral wisdom requires identities 
that can play with participation and non-participation. When learning 
communities make such experiments a part of their re gime of compe
tence, the risks associated with exploration are not a threat to one's 
membership: taking risks at the margins does not imply exclusion. 
Note that this process does not imply weakening the core of the prac
tice, which would leave little difference between exploration and floun
dering. The solidity of a shared history of practice is a social resource 
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for further learning that must be put to work rather than dismissed. 
Learning communities do have a strong core, but they let peripheral 
and core activities interact, because it is in these interactions that they 
are likely to find the new experiences and new forros of competence 
necessary to create new knowledge. When a learning community - se
cure in its history of participation but encouraged and humbled by its 
excursions of non-participation - turns its searching gaze upon itself, 
it is mostly in the potential of its marginalities that it must look for the 
promise of its unrealized wisdoms. 

Combining modes of belonging 

Engagement, imagination, and alignment are all important in
gredients oflearning- they anchor it in practice yet make it broad, cre
ative, and effective in the wider world. Since each mode of belonging 
involves trade-offs, combining them enables them to compensare for 
each other's shortcomings. Such combinations allow a learning com
munity to move in various ways between participation and non
participation in order to create a richer context for learning. 

The combination of engagement and imagination results in a reflec
tive practice? Such a practice combines the ability both to engage and 
to distance - to identify with an enterprise as well as to view it in con
text, with the eyes of an outsider. Imagination enables us to adopt other 
perspectives across boundaries and time, to visit "otherness" and let it 
speak its own language. It also allows us to include history in our sense 
ofthe present and to explore possible futures. lt can produce represen
tations and models that trigger new interpretations. In turn, engage
ment provides a place for imagination to land, to be negotiated in prac
tice and realized into identities of participation. This process requires 
an opening of participation that allows imagination to have effects be
yond itself so we may learn from it by bringing it back into a form of 
engagement. Otherwise, imagination is just an escape or a phantasm 
that merely reproduces current limitations and patterns of engagement. 
For instance, there is no point going on a retreat, a visit, ora sabbatical 
unless the new perspectives we gain in the process can find a realization 
in a new form of engagement u pon our return. The required opening of 
participation is both personal and communal. Our identities must be 
able to absorb our new perspectives and make them part of who we are. 
And our communities must have a place for us that does justice to the 
transformations of identity that reflection and excursions can produce. 
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The combination of imagination and alignment produces the ability 
to act with respect toa broad and rich picture of the world. We align our 
activities and we understand why. We have a vision and it helps us sit
uate what we are doing and make it effective. We ha ve a big picture and 
we do something about it in concert with others. We can therefore em
brace that big picture as part of our identity because it reflects the scope 
of our imagination as well as the scope of effects of our actions. In this 
process, our alignment can become more robust because it is part of a 
broad understanding of what it is about. lmagination thus helps us di
rect our alignment in terms of its broader effects, adapt it under shifting 
circumstances, and fine tune it intelligently, especially when things like 
instructions are unclear or inapplicable. This is the power of imagina
tion when it is anchored in a process of alignment. 

The combination of engagement and alignment brings various per
spectives together in the process of creating sorne coordination between 
them. There is something unique that we can come to understand when 
our diverse perspectives converge in our attempts to align them for 
sorne purpose. The need to coordinate practices through mutual en
gagement translates into an exploration of boundaries that can serve to 
expand the possibilities for learning and identity on both sides. In ne
gotiating alignment across discontinuities, we can be forced to perceive 
our own positions in new ways, to have new questions, to see things we 
had never seen before, and to derive new criteria of competence that 
reflect the alignment of practices. We may ha ve to redefine our enter
prises and see our own participation in a broader context. From our 
misunderstandings we may come to comprehend, in striking and ex
panded ways, the historical particularities and the ambiguities of our 
own actions and artifacts. In the process our views bounce back, rein
terpreted. In this regard, 1 have argued that multimembership is a crit
ica) so urce of learning because it forces an alignment of perspectives in 
the negotiation of an engaged identity. Identity then becomes a living 
bridge - the dynamic locus of alignment - the subject and the object of 
the work of reconciliation necessary to bring diverging perspectives to
gether, understand them through each other, and find a way to engage 
them with one another. 

Combining these modes of belonging is not only a matter of finding 
ways in which they overlap; it is also a matter of timing. There are sea
sons for various combinations of each, and part of a learning commu
nity 's task is to understand the rhythms of its own learning in order to 
find optimal opportunities for combining these modes.3 
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Reconjiguring identification and negotiability 

If learning involves the ability to negotiate new meanings and 
become a new person, then it also involves new relations of identífi
cation and negotiability, new forms of membership and ownershíp of 
meaning, and thus changing positions within communities and econo
mies of meaning. In this context, a learning community must pay at
tention to the cost of membership and to the blinders it crea tes, remem
bering that letting go of one's identity is both a loss anda liberation. 

Identification and negotiability are structural issues. They cannot be 
manipulated in a vacuum because they are defined within systems of 
social relations with structural interdependencies. They are not just 
issues of motivation that can be addressed independently of content. 
From this standpoint, learning is a process of social reconfiguratíon. It 
transforms communities and economíes of meaning. For ínstance, en
abling chíldren to grow up in the context of a family involves a struc
tural transformation of that family as much as developmental changes 
in the members involved. 

A learníng community confronts structural íssues of identífication 
and negotiabílity both internally and externally. 

• Internally, learning is a reconfiguration of its own structure as com
munity and economy of meaning. For instance, differences in own
ership of meaning distinguish newcomers and old-timers. N ewcom
ers may identify with a community as much as old-timers do, and 
they may engage in many of the same activities. Nonetheless, their 
ability- both in terms of capability and legitimacy- to determine for 
themselves the val u e and appropriateness of their actions and the ar
tifacts they produce does not belong to them yet. For newcomers to 
become full members they must gain new positions in the economy 
of meaning. Similar! y, many of the characteristics of a learning com
munity described in this coda ( opening trajectories, core-periphery 
interactions, exploring marginalities) require processes of reconfig
uration. 

• Externa!(}', a learning community confronts issues of identification 
and negotiability through its position in broader configurations. For 
claims processors to gain increased ownership of the meanings of 
their activities and artifacts would involve a reconfiguration not only 
of their own community, but also of their relations with other prac
tices and of the economies of meaning in which they are to take new 
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responsibilities for the meanings of what they do. Indeed, learning 
within a community does not necessarily lead to an increased leve! of 
negotiability in a broader context. An interna! reconfiguration may 
reflect our new identities, understandings, perspectives, and skills. 
Yet, once we see our own practices as located in broader economies 
of meaning, we may come to the conclusion that the meanings we 
learn to produce locally have little currency in the wider scheme of 
things. It is therefore incumbent on a learning community to deal 
with its position in various communities and economies and with re
spect to various enterprises, styles, and discourses. It must seek the 
reconfigurations necessary to make its learning empowering -locally 
and in other relevant contexts. 

A learning community is therefore fundamentally involved in social re
configuration: its own internally as well as its position within broader 
configurations. 

Reconfiguring relations of identification and negotiability is as sig
nificant for learning as is access to specific pieces of information. Issues 
like the acquisition of specific subject matters, involvement in civic con
cerns, and people's relations to their jobs are actually implicated in the 
structure of economies of meaning, even though they are often cast in 
terms of personal choices and abilities. Hence a notion like "informa
tion society" does not displace, but indeed begs the question of, iden
tity. Of course, availability of information is important in supporting 
learning. But information by itself, removed from forms of participa
tion, is not knowledge; it can actually be disempowering, overwhelm
ing, and alienating. Looking at a very technical article full of inde
cipherable formulas can confirm in a very stark fashion our lack of 
negotiability. Access to information without negotiability serves only 
to intensify the alienating effects of non-participation. 

What makes information knowledge - what makes it empowering
is the way in which it can be integrated within an identity of participa
tion. When information does not build up to an identity of participa
tion, it remains alíen, literal, fragmented, unnegotiable. It is not just 
that it is disconnected from other pieces of relevant information, but 
that it fails to translate into a way ofbeing in the world coherent enough 
to be enacted in practice. Therefore, to know in practice is to have a 
certain identity so that information gains the coherence of a form of 
participation. In making information more widely available, what the 
technological advances of a so-called information society really do is 
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crea te wider, more complex, and more diversified economies of mean
ing and communities. With respect to the potential for learning com
munities, issues of identification and negotiability are then heightened, 
not transcended. 



Epilogue 

Design 



Synopsis 

Design for learning 

Learning cannot be designed. Ultimately, it belongs to the realm of ex
perience and practice. It follows the negotiation of meaning; it moves 
on its own terms. It slips through the cracks; it creates its own cracks. 
Learning happens, design or no design. 

And yet there are few more urgent tasks than to design social infra
structures that foster learning. This is true not only of schools and uni
versities, but also of all sorts of organizations in the public and prívate 
sectors, and even of entities usually not called organizations, like states 
and nations. In fact, the whole human world is itself fast becoming one 
large organization, which is the object of design and which must sup
port the learning we need in order to ensure there is to be a tomorrow. 
Those who can understand the informal yet structured, experiential yet 
social, character of learning - and can translate their insight into de
signs in the service of learning - will be the architects of our tomorrow. 

By way of conclusion, 1 will use the concepts introduced in this book 
to discuss sorne issues of design as they relate to learning and practice, 
and by extension to community and identity. This discussion will do two 
things. It will provide a summary of the main themes and, at the same 
time, illustrate the use that can be made of the conceptual framework 
1 have outlined. 

A perspective on learning 

1 have argued that the perspectives we bring to our endeavors 
are important because they shape both what we perceive and what we 
do. As a prelude to talking about design, 1 will start with a quick re
view of the perspective on learning inherent in this book. Although m y 
examples were drawn mostly from the workplace, the relevance of the 
concepts 1 introduced is not limited to work settings; it extends to all 
kinds of settings, including the school, the playground, the street, and 
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the home. In fact, seen from the perspective of this book, learning in all 
these settings is more similar than different. 

What claims processors learn is clearly the practice of a specific, 
easily identifiable community, one whose history is a response to the 
explicit demands of an institutionalized corporation. But what about 
the learning we do while reading newspapers or watching television, re
solving a conflict among our children, learning how to cook Chinese 
food or how to use a new program on our personal computer? Indeed, 
we often learn without having any intention of becoming full members 
in any specifiable community of practice, or for that matter in any other 
kind of community. 

Yet, the relevance of a social perspective is not limited to special sit
uations oflearning, because alllearning eventually gains its significance 
in the kind of person we become - whether we are in a school, on a job, 
at a rally, among our kin, or watching television. This does not mean 
that alllearning is best done in interaction with others. Justas there are 
tasks that are best done in groups and others that are best done by one
self, sorne learning is best done in groups and sorne learning is best done 
by oneself. At issue is what defines learning as learning. For instance, is 
reading a mystery novel an act of learning? What about a serious novel1 
What about a casual conversation ata party? What about a formal meet
ing? The difference between mere doing and learning, or between mere 
entertainment and learning, is not a difference in kind of activity. It is 
not that one is mindless and the other thoughtful, that one is hard and 
the other easy, or that one is fun and the other arduous. lt is that learn
ing - whatever form it takes - changes who we are by changing our 
ability to participate, to belong, to negotiate meaning. And this ability 
is configured socially with respect to practices, communities, and econ
omies of meaning where it shapes our identities. 

This social perspective on learning may be summarized succinctly 
by the following principies. 

+ Learning is inherent in human nature: it is an ongoing and inte
gral part of our lives, not a special kind of activity separable 
from the rest of our lives (lntroduction). 

• Learning is first and foremost the ability to negotiate new mean
ings: it involves our whole person in a dynamic interplay of par
ticipation and reification. lt is not reducible to its mechanics 
(information, skills, behavior), and focusing on the mechanics at 
the expense of meaning tends to render learning problematic 
(Chapter 1 ). 
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+ Learning creates emergent structures: it requires enough struc
ture and continuity to accumulate experience and enough per
turbation and discontinuity to continually renegotiate meaning. 
In this regard, communities of practice constitute elemental 
sociallearning structures (Chapter 3). 

+ Learning is fundamentally experiential and fundamental/y social: 
it involves our own experience of participation and reification 
as well as forms of competence defined in our communities 
(Chapter 2). In fact, learning can be defined as a realignment of 
experience and competence, whichever pulls the other. It is 
therefore impaired when the two are either too distant or too 
closely congruent to produce the necessary generative tension 
(Coda 1). 

+ Learning transforms our identities: it transforms our ability to 
participate in the world by changing all at once who we are, our 
practices, and our communities (Chapter 3). 

+ Learning constitutes trajectories of participation: it builds per
sonal histories in relation to the histories of our communities, 
thus connecting our past and our future in a process of individ
ual and collective becoming (Chapters 3 and 6 ). 

+ Learning means dealing with boundaries: it creates and bridges 
boundaries; it involves multimembership in the constitution of 
our identities, thus connecting- through the work of reconcil
iation - our multiple forms of participation as well as our vari
ous communities (Chapters 4 and 6 ). 

+ Learning is a matter ofsocial energy and power: it thrives on iden
tification and depends on negotiability; it shapes and is shaped 
by evolving forms of membership and of ownership of mean
ing - structural relations that combine participation and non
participation in communities and economies of meaning 
(Chapters 7 and 9). 

+ Learning is a matter of engagement: it depends on opportunities 
to contribute actively to the practices of communities that we 
value and that value us, to integrate their enterprises into our 
understanding of the world, and to make creative use of their 
respective repertoires (Chapters 2 and 8). 

+ Learning is a matter of imaginaúon: it depends on processes of 
orientation, reflection, and exploration to place our identities 
and practices in a broader context (Chapter 8). 
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+ Learning is a matter of a!ignment: it depends on our connection 
to frameworks of convergence, coordination, and conflict reso
lution that determine the social effectiveness of our actions 
(Chapter 8). 

+ Learning involves an interplay between the local and the global: it 
takes place in practice, but it defines a global context for íts 
own locality. The creation of learning communities thus de
pends on a dynamic combination of engagement, imagination, 
and alignment to make this interplay between the local and the 
global an engine of new learning (Chapter 5, Coda 11). 

Design and practice 

By "design" 1 mean a systematic, planned, and reflexive colon
ization of time and space in the service of an undertaking.1 This per
spective includes not only the production of artifacts, but also the de
sign of social processes such as organizations or instruction. Indeed, 
organizational design and instructional design have become disciplines 
in their own right. 

In any discussion of design for learning, it is important to reiterate 
that communities of practice have been around for a very long time. 
They are as old as humankind and existed long before we started to 
concern ourselves with systematic design for learning. Communitíes 
of practice already exist throughout our societies - inside and across 
organizations, schools, and families - in both realized and unrealized 
forms. 

1) Sorne are potential. They are possible communities among peo
ple who are related somehow, and who would gain from sharing 
and developing a practice together. 

2) Sorne are active. They function as communities of practice, 
actively pursuing an enterprise, negotiating their forms of par
ticipation, and developing their own histories. 

3) Sorne are laten t. They exist as a kind of "diaspora" among peo
ple who share past histories and can use these histories as 
resources. 

Communities of practice are thus nota novelty. They are not a new so
lution to existing problems; in fact, they are just as likely to have been 
in volved in the development of these problems. In particular, they are 
not a design fad, a new kind of organizational unit or pedagogical device 
to be implemented. 
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Communities of practice are about content- about learning as a liv
ing experience of negotiating meaning - not about form. In this sense, 
they cannot be legislated into existence or defined by decree. They can 
be recognized, supported, encouraged, and nurtured, but they are not 
reified, designable units. Practice itself is not amenable to design. In 
other words, one can articulate patterns or define procedures, but 
neither the patterns nor the procedures produce the practice as it un
folds. One can design systems of accountability and policies for com
munities of practice to live by, but one cannot design the practices that 
will emerge in response to such institutional systems. One can design 
roles, but one cannot design the identities that will be constructed 
through these roles. One can design visions, but one cannot design the 
allegiance necessary to align energies behind those visions. One can 
produce affordances 2 for the negotiation of meaning, but not meaning 
itself One can design work processes but not work practices; one can 
design a currículum but not learning. One can attempt to institutional
ize a community of practice, but the community of practice itself will 
slip through the cracks and remain distinct from its institutionalization. 

This perspective suggests an addition to the list of principies just 
presented: 

• Learning cannot be designed: it can only be designed for - that 
is, facilitated or frustrated. 

Structure of the Epilogue 

The Epilogue contains three chapters. 

• Chapter 1 O outlines a skeletal "architecture" for learning derived 
from the argument of this book. By this I mean that I will recast the 
conceptual framework developed so far into a design framework, lay
ing out basic questions that must be addressed and basic components 
that must be provided by a design for learning. 

• Chapters 11 and 12 apply this design framework in discussing two 
kinds of design that involve learning in a crucial way: organizations 
and education. There are many ways in which these two kinds of en
deavor differ, but both must provide institutional support for learn
ing and, in this respect, have much in common. These two domains 
of application are only examples. There are many other potential 
domains of application, including technology, facilities, marketing, 
and government. 

-- ---, 
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Chapter JO 

Learning architectures 

When designing houses, architects frame their design according to con
ceptual architectures that capture the physiological and cultural aspects 
ofhuman life relevant to the construction of dwellings. Architects know 
about sizes, shapes, colors, temperatures, and lighting. They think about 
issues such as open versus divided spaces or functionality versus aes
thetics. They inelude basic components ofliving quarters such as facili
ties for physiological functions ( eating, resting, bathing ), social activities 
(congregating, playing, working), and storage (food, elothing, vehicles). 
When designing an office space, however, they frame their design ac
cording to a different architecture. 

In other fields as well, designers usually have at their disposal sorne 
conceptual architectures reflecting the theories and perspectives that 
their professional communities have developed through conceptual 
analyses of their domain of design. The purpose of a conceptual archi
tecture is to lay down the general elements of design. It is not a recipe; 
it does not tell a designer how to perform a specific design. But it does 
state what needs to be in place. It is a tool that can guide a design by 
outlining: 

l) the general questions, choices, and trade-offs to address -
these define the dimensions of a design "space" 

2) the general shape ofwhat needs to be achieved- the basic corn
ponents and facilities to provide. 

Conceptual architectures can exist at different levels of analysis. For 
instance, designers of computer systems base their designs on concep
tual architectures at different levels, with different components and 
trade-offs. At the level of information processing, the basic elements in
elude receiving, transforming, storing, displaying, and transmitting in
formation. At the level of user interface, however, basic elements in
elude facilities such as windows management, document management, 
network services, and help systems. 
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There are analogs for learning. For instance, a physiological analysis 
would address issues such as span of attention, retention, short-term 
and long-term memory, modes of perception, and fatigue. 1 In this chap
ter, I will show how my analysis of learning in terms of practice and 
identity can translate - at that level of analysis - into a conceptual ar
chitecture for learning. I will do this in two steps: 

1) extracting from earlier chapters four issues that constitute ha
sic dimensions of the "space" of design for learning 

2) using the modes ofbelonging (Chapter 8) as basic components 
of a learning design. 

In order to provide a synoptic picture quickly, I will merely list the ha
sic issues and components here. The main concepts have already been 
discussed, and illustrations will be provided in the next two chapters, 
where 1 will apply this conceptual architecture to issues of organiza
tional and educational design. 

Dimensions 

When it concerns practice and identity, design inevitably con
fronts fundamental issues of meaning, time, space, and power. These 
aspects can be captured with four dualities (as summarized in Figure 
1 0.1. ), which represent four basic dimensions of the challenge of de
signing for learning. 

The idea behind these dualities is not a choice between two poles but 
the need to address the tension inherent in their interaction. Designing 
for learning is not a matter of chaos versus order or narrow locality ver
sus abstract globality, but a matter of combining them productive1y. 

Participatlon and re~fication 

I have argued that participation and reification are dimensions 
of both practice and identity. As such they are two avenues for influ
encing the future - whether the direction of a practice or the trajectory 
of a person. In this sense, participation and reification are two comple
mentary aspects of design that create two kinds of affordance for ne
gotiating meaning. 

1) One can make sure that sorne artifacts are in place - tools, 
plans, procedures, schedules, curriculums - so that the future 
will have to be organized around them. 
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Figure 1 0.1. Four dimensions of design for learning. 

2) One can also make sure that the right people are at the right 
place in the right kind of relation to make something happen. 

Of course, participation and reification come as a pair. As a result, 
design cannot simply involve a choice between the two. One cannot 
assume that reification is unproblematically translated into practice; 
and participation is not necessarily coordinated enough to constitute a 
design. This suggests the following principie. 

+ Design for practice is always distributed between participation and 
reification - and its realization depends on how these two sides fit 
together. 

As a consequence, the process of design involves decisions about how 
to distribute a design between participation and reification - what to 
reify, when, and with respect to what forms of participation; whom 
to involve, when, and with respect to what forms of reification. It is 
through these choices that design becomes a resource for the negotia
tion of meaning. These choices entail all the trade-offs of participation 
and reification 1 have discussed: rigidity versus adaptability, partiality 
of people versus ambiguity of artifacts, limited scope and mobility ver
sus limited relevance and stability of interpretation, and so on. 

The designed and the emergent 

Practice and identity ha ve their own logic - the logic of engage
ment, of mutual accountability, of trajectories and boundaries - of 
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which design is only one structuring element. 1 have argued that the 
structure of practice is emergent, both highly perturbable and highly re
silient, always reconstituting itself in the face of new events. Similar! y, 
the structure of identity emerges out of the process of building a trajec
tory. lt is this emergent character that gives practice and identity their 
ability to negotiate meaning anew. In a world that is not predictable, im
provisation and innovation are more than desirable, they are essential. 

The relation of design to practice is therefore always indirect. lt 
takes place through the ongoing definition of an enterprise by the com
munity pursuing it. In other words, practice cannot be the result of 
design, but instead constitutes a response to design. 

• A piece of software, for instance, is the result of design. lf it does not 
execute as expected then there is a bug. This bug indicates a faulty 
design stemming from an incomplete or inaccurate specification, or 
from a lack of detailed analysis. 

• By contrast, practice is (among other things) a response to design. 
Unexpected adaptations of the design are inherent in the process. 
They do not necessarily indica te a lack of specification. In fact, they 
may very well indicate a healthy response, which allows a design to 
be realized meaningfully in specific - but always underspecified -
situations. 

In this context, increasingly detailed prescriptions of practice carry 
increasing risks ofbeing turned around, especially when a form of insti
tutional accountability is tied to them. Indeed, the response of satisfy
ing (or giving the appearance of satisfying) the prescription may be at 
odds in fundamental ways with its design intents, as when students fo
cus on test taking instead of the subject matter, or when managers push 
their quota instead of taking care of business. This suggests the follow
ing principie. 

+ There is an inherent uncertainty between design and its realization 
in practice, since practice is not the result of design but rather a 
response to it. 

As a consequence, the challenge of design is not a matter of getting 
rid of the emergent, but rather of including it and making it an oppor
tunity. lt is to balance the benefits and costs of prescription and under
stand the trade-offs involved in specifying in advance. When it comes 
to design for learning, more is not necessarily better. In this regard, a 
robust design always has an opportunistic side: it is always - in a sense 
to be defined carefully for each case -a minimalist design. 
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The local and the global 

1 ha ve argued that, owing to the inherently limited scope of our 
engagement, no practice is itself global. Even when it deals directly 
with global issues (1 gave the example of an office at the UN), a practice 
remains local in terms of engagement. From this standpoint design will 
create relations, not between the global and the local, but among local
ities in their constitution of the global. No practice has the full picture. 
No practice subsumes another. 

Designing for learning, therefore, cannot be based on a division of 
labor between learners and nonlearners, between those who organize 
learning and those who realize it, or between those who create meaning 
and those who execute. lt cannot be fully assumed by a separate man
agement, educational, or training community. Communities of practice 
are already involved in the design of their own learning because ulti
mately they will decide what they need to learn, what it takes to be a full 
participant, and how newcomers should be introduced into the com
munity (no matter what other training these newcomers receive else
where). Whenever a process, course, or system is being designed, it is 
thus essential to involve the affected communities of practice. 

To say that communities of practice must be involved in the design 
of their own learning is not to suggest that a local perspective is inher
ently superior. Recognizing that communities of practice will generate 
their own response to design does not imply that they must be left to 
their own devices. lndeed, communities of practice are only part ofthe 
broader constellations in which their learning is relevant. Every prac
tice is hostage to its own past and its own locality. In the process of or
ganizing its learning, a community must have access to other practices. 
Designing for learning always requires new connections among locali
ties, connections that do justice to the inherent knowledgeability of 
engagement in practice while at the same time recognizing its inherent 
locality. 

This complex relation between the local and the global can be ex
pressed by the following paradox of design: 

+ No communi~y can fully design the learning of another. 

And at the same time: 

+ No communi~y can ful~v design its own learning. 

As a consequence, design for learning cannot cleanly separate between 
conception and realization, between planning and implementation; it 
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must instead aim to combine different kinds of knowledgeability so 
they inform each other. A design, then, is not primarily a specification 
(or even an underspecification) but a boundary object that functions as 
a communication artifact around which communities of practice can 
negotiate their contribution, their position, and their alignment. 

1 dentification and negotlabilitv 

As a process of colonizing time and space, design requires the 
power to influence the negotiation of meaning. In order to ha ve an ef
fect, it must shape (or form) communities and economies of meaning. 
Inherent in the process of design is the question of how the power to 
define, adapt, or interpret the design is distributed. Design represents 
a perspective, which may be more or less shared by those affected. The 
process of design does not inherently entail the privileging of certain 
perspectives at the expense of others, but such privileging is rarely com
pletely avoidable. There is a cost to privileging in that it curtails nego
tiation and creates fragmentation among constituencies. 

Design is a stake in the ground, something on which to take a stand. 
In this regard, it is a proposal of identity: 

1) it crea tes a focus for identification - and possibly for non
identification 

2) it is a bid for ownership of meaning- and possibly for sharing 
this ownership. 

Design for learning must generate social energy at the same time it 
seeks to direct this energy. lt must set up a framework, but it depends 
on this framework being negotiable in practice. This dilemma can be 
summarized as follows. 

• Design crea tes jields of identification and negotiabili~v that orient 
the practices and identlties of those involved to various forms of 
participation and non-participation. 

As a consequence, design can invite allegiance or be satisfied with mere 
compliance; it can thrive on participation or impose itself through non
participation. lt can seek enough identification to focus energy on its 
realization; or it may prefer to be less dependent on widely shared in
spiration. lt may seek a realization by restricting negotiability and re
fusing to share the ownership of its meaning; or, on the contrary, it may 
endeavor to share this ownership and endow all involved with enough 
negotiability to decide how to participare in the process meaningfully. 

-------, 
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A design space 

These dimensions are fundamental because they reflect the in
evitable confrontation of design with issues of meaning, time, space, 
and power, and also because they cannot be reduced to one another. 
Emergence can be local (improvisation) or global (patterns). Localizing 
decision making can involve sharing ownership of meaning, or pre
venting such sharing. Dealing with one dimension may help with the 
others, but it does not obviate the need to face all of them. Making 
choices between participation and reification does not in itself resolve 
issues of authority, connect the local and the global, or balance the de
signed and the emergent, though it is an aspect of addressing each of 
these challenges. 

Each ofthese dimensions involves distinct- but interrelated- trade
offs and challenges: they present their own opportunities and obstacles 
and their own resources and constraints. A given design entails choices, 
inventions, and solutions along each dimension. These dimensions thus 
define a "space" of possible approaches to design problems, in which a 
given design is located by the way it addresses each dimension. For 
example, a meeting combines a group of people with a reified agenda; 
it can be run with more or less strict adherence to the agenda; it can 
depend on local expertise or invite externa! contributions; it can rely 
more or less on the leadership of one person. 

The benefit of such a multiplicity of related but distinct dimensions 
is that it opens up the space of design by decoupling the issues involved. 
F or instan ce, discussions of organizations in terms of the formal versus 
the informal often conflate these dimensions. What is simply local is 
often called informal, even though the local can be extremely formal
ized in its own ways- for instance, an after-hours softball team, a play
ground dique, or a reading group. Similarly, what reflects the purview 
of positions of authority is often called formal, even when it bypasses 
reified institutional channels. Having a richer space of design possibili
ties allows for more innovative approaches to problems. For example, 
decoupling issues of locality and globality from issues of authority can 
suggest new solutions by which connections between localities ~an by
pass hierarchical channels. 

Cornponents 

In addressing these dimensions of design, a learning architec
ture must offer facilities for each of the modes of belonging introduced 
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Figure 10.2. Three infrastructures oflearning. 

in Chapter 8. lndeed, it is by combining these three modes that we can 
forro learning communities as discussed in Coda 11. The challenge of 
design, then, is to support the work of engagement, imagination, and 
alignment. Here, 1 will use these modes as the main infrastructural 
components of a learning architecture. For each, 1 willlist sorne exam
ples offacilities, as summarized in Figure 1 0.2. (Note that the follow
ing lists are intended to be illustrative rather than exhaustive.) 

Facilities of engagement 

Supporting engagement is supporting the formation of com
munities of practice, with all the caveats previously mentioned about 
the ability of design interventions to do so. As a context for learning, 
engagement is not just a matter of activity, but of community building, 
inventiveness, social energy, and emergent knowledgeability. To sup
port these processes, an infrastructure of engagement should include 
facilities of mutuality, competence, and continuity. 

• Mutuafio, 

1) interactional facilities: physical ( and virtual) spaces; interactive 
technologies and communication facilities that extend mutual 
access in time and space; time for interaction and travel budgets 

2) joint tasks: things to do together; availability for help 
3) peripherality: boundary encounters; ways of belonging to vari

ous degrees, peripheral participation, entry points; observa
tion, casual encounters, open houses 

--, 
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• Competence 
1) initiative and knowledgeability: actiVItles that bring about the 

knowledgeability of engagement; occasions for applying skills, 
devising solutions, and making decisions; problems that en
gage energy, creativity, and inventiveness 

2) accountabili~y: occasions for exercising judgment and for mutu
al evaluation; recognizable style; negotiation ofjoint enterprises 

3) tools: artifacts that support competence; discourses, terms and 
concepts; delegation facilities (e.g., automation that allows prac
titioners to focus on more meaningful tasks) 

• Continuity 
1) reificative memury: repositories of information, documentation, 

and tracking; retrieval mechanisms 
2) participative memorv: generational encounters, apprenticeship 

systems; paradigmatic trajectories; storytelling 

Facilities of imagination 

The possibility of engagement is critica! to learning, but it can 
be narrow. Although communities of practice are places of learning, 
the learning they enable does not necessarily include expansive images 
of history, of possibilities, or of complex systems writ large. lt takes 
imagination in order for learning to encompass and deal with a broader 
context. Toward this end, an infrastructure of imagination should in
elude facilities of orientation, reflection, and exploration. 

• Orientation 
1) location in space: reification of constellations, maps and other 

visualization tools, open spaces 
2) loration in time: long-term trajectories, !ore, museums 
3) location in meaning: explanations, stories, examples 
4) location in power: organizational charts, process transparency 

• Refiection - models and representations of patterns; facilities for 
comparisons with other practices; retreats, time off, conversations, 
sabbaticals, and other breaks in rhythm 

• Exploration - opportunities and tools for trying things out; envision
ing possible futures and possible trajectories; creating alternative sce
narios, pushing boundaries, prototypes; play and simulations 

Facilities of alignment 

lmagination can open up practices and identities beyond en
gagement, but it is not necessarily effective in connecting learning to 



Chapter 10: Learning architectures 239 

broader enterprises. Through alignment, we can learn to have effects 
and contribute to tasks that are defined beyond our engagement. In ar
der to make this possible, an infrastructure of alignment should include 
facilities of convergence, coordination, and jurisdiction. 

• Convergence 

1) common focus, cause, or interest; direction, vision; shared un
derstanding, creed, values, principies 

2) allegiance, leadership, sources of inspiration, persuasion 

• Coordination 

1) standards and methods: processes, procedures, plans, deadlines, 
and schedules; division of labor; styles and discourses 

2) communication: information transmission, spread of novelty, 
renegotiation 

3) boundary facilities: boundary practices, brokers, boundary ob
jects, support for multimembership 

4) feedback facilities: data collection, accounting, measurements 

• Jurisdiction - policies, contracts, due processes; mediation, arbitra
tion, conflict resolution; enforcement, distribution of authority 

A design frarnework 

A learning architecture is nota new classification system for ex
isting facilities. The point is not to wonder, say, under which heading 
technical databases fit. The point is rather to provide a framework to 
ask how a specific design - including combinations of traditional facil
ities such as real estate, information technology, and organizational 
structure - serves the different requirements of the learning architec
ture. So, given a spatial arrangement, a network system, or a curricu
lum, the idea is to be able to ask how such a design addresses the four 
dimensions and provides facilities that support engagement, imagina
tion, and alignment. As 1 argued in Coda 11, engagement, imagination, 
and alignment work best in combination, even though their respective 
demands may at times conflict. The challenge, then, is to enable a com
bination of all three without letting the need for one be fulfilled at the 
expense of the other two. 

To illustrate how the components articulare with the dimensions, the 
matrix shown in Figure 10.3 lists various ways in which engagement, 
imagination, and alignment facilities address each of the four dimen
sions.2 For instance, the local-global issue can be addressed through 
multimembership, maps, and standards, respectively. 
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engagement imagination alignment 

participation/ combining them stories, playing styles and 
reification meaningfully in with forms, discourses 

actions, interactions recombinations, 
and the creation of assumptions 
shared histories 

designed/ situated scenarios, communication, 
emergent improvisation possible worlds, feedback, 

within a regime simulations, coordination, 
of accountability perceiving new renegotiation, 

bread patterns realignment 

local/global multimembership, models, maps, standards, shared 
brokering, representations, infrastructures, 
peripherality, visits, tours centers of 
conversations authority 

identification 1 mutuality through new trajectories, inspiration, fields 
negotiability shared action, empathy, of influence, 

situated negotiation, stereotypes, reciprocity of 
marginalization explanations power relations 

Figure 10.3. Articulating components and dimensions. 

In Chapters 11 and 12, 1 will use the framework of a learning archi
tecture to discuss issues of organizational and educational design. Note 
that my purpose is not to propose organizational or educational theo
ries. 1 do not cover the topics exhaustively or systematically, and many 
of the points 1 make are not all that original. What is of interest here is 
to couch sorne organizational and educational issues in terms of a coher
ent conceptual framework that provides new ways to think about them. 
The exercise is meant to illustrate the kinds of questions and perspec
tives that can be derived from this learning theory. 
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Organiza tions 

Organizations are social designs directed at practice. lndeed, it is 
through the practices they bring together that organizations can do what 
they do, know what they know, and learn what they learn. Communi
ties of practice are thus key to an organization's competence and to the 
evolution of that competence. 1 ha ve argued, however, that communi
ties of practice differ from institutional entities along three dimensions. 

1) They negotiate their own enterprise, though they may at times 
construct a conforming response to institutional prescriptions 
(Chapter 2). 

2) They arise, evolve, and dissolve according to their own learn
ing, though they may do so in response to institutional events 
(Chapter 3). 

3) They shape their own boundaries, though their boundaries 
may at times happen to be congruent with institutional bound
aries (Chapter 4). 

The contrast detailed here is one between organizational design and 
lived practice. From this perspective, there are two views of an organi
zation like Alinsu: 

1) the designed organization, which 1 will often call the "institu
tion" to distinguish it from the organization as lived in practice 

2) the practice (or, more accurately, the constellation ofpractices), 
which gives life to the organization and is often a response to 
the designed organization. 

Both aspects con tribute to making the organization what it is. lndeed, 
the organization itself could be defined as the interaction of these two 
aspects. Besides corporations like Alinsu, this characterization applies 
to nonprofit organizations and even subunits such as agencies, depart
ments, or business units. It would also apply to many scientific fields, 

2-+1 
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professional organizations, religions, and political parties that have in
stitutionalized their existence. 

In exploring the relations of learning, design, and practice in organ
izations, I will use the framework introduced in Chapter 1 O in order to 

1) revisit the four dimensions of design in the context of organi
zational design 

2) look at sorne aspects of organizational design from the per
spective of an architecture of learning based on engagement, 
imagination, and alignment. 

Note that my discussion focuses on design and learning, without as
suming a specific organizationa1 form. lt is often specialized communi
ties of practice that deal with the design of an organization, and in this 
sense it may appear that I am speaking of management. But my discus
sion does not assume this specific division of labor. It assumes a design 
directed at a constellation of practices, but not the existence of a sep
arate management community from which decisions and power ema
nate. Organizations that were configured differently would still face the 
issues I discuss. 

Moreover, these issues are inherent in organizational design, whether 
organizational politics are benign or acrimonious. Even if we had 
achieved peace on earth or were angels in heaven, the organization of 
practices would still face these challenges. That we are no angels - that 
our organizational experience includes fear, jealousy, greed, control, 
hoarding, deception, and the en tire range of human relations in organ
izational politics - may well exacerbate the issues I will address, but is 
not their primary cause. 

Dirnensions of organizationa1 design 

In the next four sections, I discuss issues of organizational prac
tice in terms of the four dimensions of design introduced in Chapter l 0: 

1) participation and reification - trade-offs of institutionalization 
2) the designed and the emergent - two sources of structure in 

organizations 
3) the local and the global- combining local forros ofknowledge

ability 
4) fields of identification and negotiability - institutional identi

ties as key to organizationallearning. 
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Participation and reification: challenges of institutionalization 

Organizational design requires the judicious use of institution
alization, that is, of the production of reflexive reifications such as pol
icies, curriculums, standards, roles, job descriptions, laws, histories, 
affiliations, and the like. What is institutionalized becomes public, easier 
to pay attention to, and better able to cross boundaries, but there are 
costs to institutionalization. 

Institutionalization creates fixed points around which to negotiate 
alignment- but it tends to become frozen in reification and create a 
momentum of its own as di verse practices become invested in it for 
their own reasons. 

• lt offers opportunities for drastic change because it can reflect radi
cally new perspectives - but it has a limited ability to mobilize the 
power of practice. 

• By traveling across constellations, it can provide material for imagi
nation and bring a sense of the global to various localities- but it can 
also engender alienation to the extent that it represents foreign view
points without allowing negotiability. 

• In opening up a public economy of meaning and creating reified com
mitments that participants can refer to, it can restrain domination by 
specific interest groups - but it can also become the instrument of 
such domination. 

• Processes, relations, and shared definitions that are institutionalized 
become more amenable to design, to management, and to measure
ment - but institutionalization consumes energy. lt requires contin
ua! maintenance. lt takes practices to produce it, sustain it, interpret 
it, enforce it, and keep it relevant. 

lnstitutionalization must be in the service of practice. Practice is 
where policies, procedures, authority relations, and other institutional 
structures become effective. Institutionalization in itself cannot make 
anything happen. Communities of practice are the locus of "real work." 
Their practices are where the formal rests on the informal, where the 
visible counts on the invisible, where the official meets the everyday. 
Designing processes and policies is important, but in the end it is prac
tice that produces results, not the processes and policies. The chal
lenge is to support rather than displace the knowledgeability of prac
tice. With a lack of institutionalization there may not be enough material 
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to hold the organization together. Conversely, excessive institutionali
zation stalls the organization insofar as the practices end up serving the 
institutional apparatus, rather than the other way around. 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimension of organizational 
design include the following. 

1) What should be institutionalized and when should participa
tion be relied upon? 

2) What forms of participation are required to give meaning to 
institutional reification? 

3) At what point is institutionalization a distraction ora misplaced 
use of resources? 

4) Where are the points of leverage at which organizational inter
ventions can support learning in practice? 

The designed and the emergent: organizations as 
dual structures 

Within an organization with its charter, its vision, its strategies, 
and its institutional structure, each community of practice has its own 
indigenous enterprise, its own vision, its own strategies. 1 have insisted 
that viewing practice as a response to but not a direct result of design 
does not belittle the influence of the institutional context on communi
ties of practice. Many communities of practice do indeed arise in the 
process of giving existence to an institutional design; they may even 
owe their existence to the institutional context in which they arise. lt 
may often seem, as it does for the claims processors, that the institu
tional setting causes the production of the practice and drives its his
tory. Yet even when the existence of a community of practice is a re
sponse to an institutional mandate, it is not the mandare that produces 
the practice, it is the community. 

Institutional design and practice are both sources of structuring in 
their own right. They interact and influence each other, but they main
tain their own integrity as sources of structure. The informal is not 
without form, but its form is emergent, reflecting the logic of improvi
sation inherent in the negotiation of meaning. An organization is there
fore the meeting of two sources of structure: the designed structure of 
the institution and the emergent structure of practice. 

• Institutions define roles, qualifications, and the distribution of au
thority - but unless institutional roles can find a realization as iden-
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tities in practice, they are unlikely to connect with the conduct of 
neryday affairs. 

• lnstitutions establish relations of accountability through charters, tar
gets, and systems of measurements - but each community of prac
tice also defines its own regime of accountability. In fact, an institu
tional system of accountability is unlikely to be very effective unless 
it is integrated into the definition of competence of the communities 
of practice it is meant to align. 

• lnstitutions provide a repertoire of procedures, contracts, rules, pro
cesses, and policies - but communities must incorporate these insti
tutional artifacts into their own practices in order to decide in spe
cific situations what they mean in practice, when to comply with them 
and when to ignore them. 

The tension between practice and institution cannot be resolved 
once and for all. In fact, there must be a certain amount of free play be
tween them. lf the practice of claims processing was not distinct from 
the institution, the job would be impossible. 1 always remember a story 
1 heard as a child about Swiss customs officers who wanted to protest 
their working conditions but could not legally engage in a traditional 
strike for reasons of national security. So they decided simply to work 
"by the book." Their clever but irreproachable protest of impeccable 
institutional compliance brought the whole system to a halt, with grow
ing lines of exasperated vacationers, outraged commuters, and furious 
truck drivers. 

The point of design for learning is to make organizations ready for 
the emergent by serving the inventiveness of practice and the potential 
for innovation inherent in its emergent structure. lnstitution and prac
tice cannot merge because they are different entities. The relation be
tween them is not one of congruence, but one of negotiated alignment. 
And the alignment is never secured; it must constantly be negotiated 
anew, because it is by being of different natures that they complement 
each other as sources of structure. 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimension of organizational 
design include the following. 

1) How can the design be kept minimal and still ensure continuity 
and coherence? 

2) What are the obstacles to responsiveness to the emergent? 
3) What are the provisions for renegotiating the design under 

new circumstances? 
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4) What are the mechanisms by which emergent patterns can be 
perceived? 

5) How can communities of practice that take care of emergent 
issues feed their learning back into the organization? 

The local and the global: constellations of know/edgeabilities 

Most organizations are beyond the scope of engagement of 
their members. We belong to an organization by engaging in sorne of its 
constituent practices. lt is therefore necessary to understand organiza
tions in terms of relations among localities with their own perspectives 
on how they belong to the organization, their own interpretation of its 
charter, and their own forms of knowledgeability. 

1 have argued that practices never subsume each other. Because the 
scope of mutual engagement is essentially bounded, extending our pur
view always involves trade-offs between kinds of complexity. A global 
overview surrenders details of texture in order to highlight broader 
connections. These kinds of trade-off are inherent in the process of re
framing one practice in terms of another, as when claims processors fill 
out production reports for accounting. 

Even when practices take responsibility for the organization as such, 
they remain local in the way they pursue that enterprise. In other words, 
practices like management are forms of locality as is any other practice. 
They must take the institution, not the constellation of practices, as 
their purview. No one's purview is the constellation itself, because no 
one has that scope of engagement. As a consequence, a constellation, 
even from the inside, is always known with respect to specific forms of 
engagement, and therefore always known partially. There is no global 
Yiew of a constellation that can be achieved at the leve! of practice. 

Of course, certain views can have more currency than others. In cor
porations like Alinsu, the perspective of management is definitely priv
ileged with respect to the definition of the organization. But it is im
portant not to confuse the institutional privileges certain perspectives 
obtain within an economy of meaning with intrinsic qualities putatively 
possessed by these perspectives. Having clout within an economy of 
meaning merely expands the scope of influence of a perspective; it does 
not make that perspective inherently global. 

lt may be tempting to picture the design of an organization as a kind 
of umbrella: an overarching structure on top, with practices under
neath unified by virtue of being under the same umbrella. lndeed, dia
grams of the formal versus the informal almost always place the formal 

j 
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on top and the informal below. Yet, it is more accurate to view organ
izational design as a method by which a set of practices manages itself 
as a constellation. In this sense, the design of an organization is not so 
much an overarching structure as it is a boundary object. It connects 
communities of practice into an organization by crossing boundaries. 
It does not sit on top; it moves in between. It does not unify by tran
scending; it connects and disconnects. It does not reign; it travels, to 
be shaped and appropriated in the context of specific practices. 

In this regard, it is as important for the design to create channels of 
communication among practices as it is to create institutional abstrac
tions for them to live by. The fundamental principie is to connect and 
combine the diverse knowledgeabilities that exist in a constellation of 
practices. The challenge of organizational design is thus not to find the 
one kind of knowledgeability that subsumes all others, but on the con
trary to coordina te multiple kinds of knowledgeability into a process of 
organizationallearning. Sharing a vision, then, is being able to see each 
other as well as envisioning common goals. 
~estions of the kind derived from this dimension of organizational 

design include the following. 

l) Does the organizational design serve as a communication tool? 
2) Does it help the various forms of knowledgeability involved in 

a constellation to recognize each other? 
3) Are information flows reciproca!? 
4) Are there forms of multimembership that connect the local 

and the global? 
5) Which perspectives are privileged and which are marginalized 

or made invisible? 

Flelds of identijicatlon and negotiabihzy 

An organization gives rise to fields of both identification and 
negotiability. Even in the most competitive, aggressive, and ruthless or
ganizational environment, there must somehow be enough identifica
tion that people argue and machinate rather than kili each other. And 
even in the most benign organizations, there are enough perspectives, 
diverging interests, and points of contention that issues of negotiability 
and ownership of meaning must be dealt with. 

The field of identification of a community of practice includes the 
ways it organizes membership internally as well as the ways it can as
sen its belonging to the organization. Its field of negotiability includes 
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the control it has over its own activities as well as its ability to affect the 
institutional environment with the meanings that it produces. For in
stance, the field of negotiability of claims processors is internally rather 
invasive in the sense that institutional prescriptions reach quite deep 
within their practice. But it is not completely proceduralized in the 
sense that claims processors can organize their own work flow during 
the da y, something they val u e highly. Outwardly, their field of negotia
bility is fairly restricted and closed in the sense that the local meanings 
they produce have hardly any effect on the organization and its institu
tional relation with them. 

The fields of identification and negotiability are not necessarily con
gruent. In organizations, many people belong where they have little say 
and many have a say where they do not belong. Yet the two fields are re
lated. The field of negotiability will affect how communities of practice 
direct th~ir allegiance. lt will affect how their members perceive the 
scope of their influence and the purview of their contributions. It will 
therefore affect what they attempt to understand, what problems they 
try to address, and how they direct their inventiveness. It will affect 
what they do with the information and resources that are available and 
what information and resources they seek. Most of all, the field of ne
gotiability will affect what they care about because they can have an 
effect on it. lt will therefore affect how they define their own enterprise 
in relation to the stated charter of the organization. 

Changing the field of negotiability - that is, rendering negotiable 
things that were not or had not been perceived as negotiable (and vice 
versa) - changes what we consider to be within our purview. Once 
something has become negotiable, it expands our identities because it 
enters the realm of what we can do something about. As a transforma
tion of identity, the learning involved in such changes is profound and 
cannot easily be undone. Opening and closing, shrinking and expand
ing, or tightening and loosening a field of negotiability can ha ve more 
effect on learning than most other kinds of change or program. This is 
true whether the initiative to modify a field comes from within or out
side a given community. Establishing and fine tuning fields of identi
fication and negotiability is therefore a crucial aspect of organizational 
development. 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimension of organizational 
design include the following. 

1) What are the sources of identification that keep an organiza
tion together? 
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2) What are the obstacles to expanding fields of identification? 
3) How can an organizational design promote and distribute own

ership of meaning? 
4) By what processes can a community modify its field of nego

tiability? 

Organization, learning, and practice 

In many organizations, learning is the province of the training 
department, which is often considered an auxiliary function. For the 
most part, such training functions focus on the delivery of courses that 
are separated from the communities in which their subject matter is rel
evan t. lt is not uncommon for newcomers to spend weeks or months 
in training classrooms. 

In this regard, one would do well to be suspicious of any training 
scheme that is purely e:xtrattive in nature. By this 1 mean schemes that 
"extract" requirements, descriptions, artifacts, and other elements out 
of practice, transform them into institutional artifacts (courses, manu
als, procedures, and the like ), and then redeploy them in reified form, 
as if they could be uprooted from the specificities and meaningfulness 
of practice. This kind of extractive training ignores an organization's 
most valuable learning resource: practice itself. 

By contrast, an integratil·e training scheme focuses on practice and 
seeks "points ofleverage" at which design can support learning. Build
ing learning communities and training newcomers are twin goals - not 
merely compatible, but complementary. When the formation of new
comers is an integral part of the learning of a community of practice, 
generational encounters engender a process of reflection that serves 
both newcomers and the community. This approach suggests the fol
lowing set of general guidelines. 

1) Construe learning as a process of participation, whether for 
newcomers or old-timers. 

2) Place the emphasis on learning, rather than teaching, by find
ing leverage points to build on learning opportunities offered 
by practice. 

3) Engage communities in the design of their practice as a place 
of learning. 

4) Give communities access to the resources they need to nego
tiate their connections with other practices and their relation 
with the organization. 
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Note that the problem does not lie in the use of instructional mate
rial, designated settings (like classrooms) for learning, or specialists who 
focus on training issues. A learning community needs resources to ere
ate a rhythm of engagement, imagination, and alignment. For example, 
if such a community goes into a classroom for a period of intensified 
reflection, a separate institutionalized setting can create just the discon
tinuity that is needed for exploring new relations and new possibilities. 

Similarly, coming together from a variety of locations for a training 
session can be an occasion for creating a community among people who 
might not otherwise have much opportunity to meet. This expanded 
community, the relationships that are created, and the exchange of ex
periences may well end up being more significant than the content of 
any instructional program. The value of an institutionalized setting for 
learning often resides as much in its community-building potential as 
in the pedagogical intentions of its curriculum. 

The point is not that classroom instruction is to be avoided or that 
a training function is useless, but that both are to supplement, not sub
stitute for, the learning potential inherent in practice. There is a big 
difference between organizing classroom training that is supposed to 
be the totality of the learning event versus seeing classroom time as a 
resource for the practice of learning communities that are in charge of 
their learning. With respect to newcomers, it may be better to inter
sperse moments of information sharing and reflection with moments of 
peripheral engagement in practice than to "front-load" all the class
room training and call that "learning." The former approach grounds 
classroom learning in practice as well as involves the community in in
tegrating the growing understanding of newcomers into its practice. 

Unlike a training focus, the notion of a learning architecture makes 
learning concerns into issues of organizational design. It elevates learn
ing from relegation as a secondary function to being the central organ
izational principie. The purpose, then, is not primarily to design and 
deliver courses but rather to develop the learning potential of an organ
ization. Toward this end, a learning architecture combines infrastruc
tures of engagement, imagination, and alignment in support of learning 
communities as defined in Coda 11. 

Organizational engagernent 

In terms of organizational engagement, communities of prac
tice are fundamental elements of an architecture of learning. 
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• First, as people build histories of doing things together, any organi
zation will spawn sorne communities of practice, even if it makes a 
habit of indiscriminately tearing them apart. Communities of prac
tice will be there, recognized or not. 

• Second, and more importantly, communities of practice are organiza
tional assets that represent investments in mutual engagement. The 
learning that they embody constitutes the competence ofthe organi
zation, and the development of communities of practice is essential 
to developing this competence. 1 

Note that, since they are by nature self-organizing, communities of 
practice usually have rather modest organizational needs. Encouraging 
and nurturing them does not require very much in terms of institu
tional apparatus and organizational resources - places and occasions to 
congregare, a bit oftraveling money, time todo things together, institu
tional room to take initiatives. That is not to say that they do not re
quire energy, commitment, work, or financia! wherewithal to pursue 
their enterprise; nor is it to say that they are best ignored or left to 
themselves.2 But it is to say that they are driven by doing and learning 
rather than by institutional politics. 

Communities of practice: the social fabric of learning 

Communities of practice address all four dimensions of design 
introduced in Chapter 10. With respect to the challenges of organiza
tional design, their importance can be summarized as follows. 

• Negotiation of meaning. In communities of practice, participation and 
reification are deeply interwoven into a sustained history of practice, 
which becomes a resource for continuing this history. Members are 
therefore particularly well-equipped to engage in the negotiation of 
meaning. Indeed, little said can signify much, and every action calls 
u pon a wealth of past interpretation and negotiation. 

• Preservation and creation of knowledge. Because communities of prac
tice are sustained by the negotiation of meaning, they can be attuned 
to emerging needs and opportunities. They can preserve histories of 
learning as living practices, not just books and databases. For that 
reason, they are also the ideal context for ensuring that new genera
tions of members are ready to carry a competence into the future. 
A characteristic of communities of practice, I argued, is that per
sonal experience and regimes of competence interact closely, and the 
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tension of that clase interaction, if kept alive, is productive of new 
knowledge. 

1 have also noted that this productivity can be lost in two ways. 
Marginalization often separates experience and competence by creat
ing a choice between them (Chapter 9). Conversely, internally fo
cused core membership tends to render them congruent. In either 
case, the creation of knowledge is impaired. By keeping the tension 
between experience and competence alive, communities of practice 
create a dynamic form of continuity that preserves knowledge while 
keeping it current. They can take care of problems befare they are 
recognized institutionally. lt is communities of practice, therefore, 
that can take responsibility for the preservation of old competencies 
and the development of new ones, for the continued relevance of 
artifacts, stories, and routines, for the renewal of concepts and tech
niques, and for the fine tuning of enterprises to new circumstances. 

• Spreading of information. The mutual accountability derived from 
pursuing a joint enterprise and the interpersonal relations built over 
time together make the sharing of information necessary, relevant, 
and tailored. As a result, a new piece of information acquired by one 
member can quickly become everyone's.3 In communities of prac
tice, information entails communication because it is part of an on
going process of negotiating meaning. lnformation travels through 
a community of practice at a rate, for reasons, and with effects that 
reflect this process. Communities of practice are thus nodes for the 
dissemination, interpretation, and use of information. They are 
nodes of communication. lt is therefore often useful to have com
munities of practice that cut across other types of locality, such as 
product lines or specific functions, so that knowledge travels natur
ally across the landscape. For instance, 1 noted the usefulness of si
multaneous membership in communities of practice of coworkers 
and peers - with complementary and overlapping forms of compe
tence, respectively (Chapter 2). This idea requires multimember
ship to be elevated to an organizational principie. 

• Home for identities. A focus on communities of practice does not en
tail paying less attention to individuals. On the contrary, it places 
a very specific focus on people, but not people in the abstract. lt is 
commonplace to say that it is people who make the difference in an 
organization, but it is less commonplace to understand this truism 
in terms of focusing on what makes us human, on what enables us 
to make a difference - on the work of negotiating identities inherent 
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in knowledgeability. What we learn with the greatest investment is 
what enables participation in the communities with which we iden
tify. We function best when the depth of our knowing is steeped in 
an identity of participation, that is, when we can contribute to shap
ing the communities that define us as knowers. 

Aligning learning with the goal of an organization depends criti
cally on the allegiance of participants. This allegiance in turn depends 
on the communities of practice in which their engagement and their 
identities constitute each other. Indeed, the kind of personal invest
ment and social energy required for creative work are not a matter of 
institutionalized compliance or abstract afflliation; they are a matter 
of engaging the identities of participants. Because developing an or
ganizational competence has to do with practice, it has to do with 
communities and identities.4 In this regard, treating people as mem
bers of communities of practice does not mean stereotyping them, 
but rather honoring the meaningfulness of their participation and 
Yaluing their membership as a key to their ability to contribute to the 
competence of the organization. By offering an institutional home to 
the communities of practice that are key to its competence, an orga
nization helps sustain the kinds of identity that allow participants to 
take actiYe responsibility for sorne aspect of organizational learning. 

Communities of practice are organizational assets because they are 
the social fabric of the learning of organizations. Not being formal enti
ties, however, they are a resource that is easily overlooked. They are 
important organizational assets whether they are contained within an 
organization or stretch beyond its boundaries, and whether it is fully or 
only partially in the context of the organization that they define their 
enterprises. In sorne cases, it is precisely their ability to cross institu
tionallines that makes them crucial. An organization's ability to deepen 
and renew its learning thus depends on fostering - or at the very least 
not impeding - the formation, deYelopment, and transformation of 
communities of practice, old and new. 

Boundaries 

Sustained engagement, 1 have argued, gives rise to boundaries. 
These boundaries are a sign that communities of practice are deep
ening, that their shared histories give rise to significant differences be
tween inside and outside. This is what inevitably happens when serious 

l 
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learning is taking place. From that standpoint, boundaries are inevi
table and useful. They define a texture for engaged identities, not vague 
identities that float at the leve! of an abstract, unfathomable organiza
tion. When communities of practice are considered in a broader con
text, their boundaries define them as much as their core. Boundaries 
reflect the fact that people and communities are always engaged in 
learning and that learning creares bonds. In this sense, boundaries are 
a sign of depth. 

Within an architecture of organizationallearning, boundaries of prac
tice are regions worth paying attention to. By focusing on these disconti
nuities, one can anticípate problems of coordination, understand issues 
of miscommunication, and come to expect transformations as people 
and objects travel across the sociallandscape. 

• Focusing on boundaries helps explain unusual events, connections 
that are and are not made (e ven when people are in el ose proxim
ity), and unexpected interpretations of events, actions, statements, 
or documents. 

• Boundaries confront newcomers and outsiders who seek entry into a 
community - for example, through as simple an experience as the 
inability to participate in a conversation or an activity. 

• At boundaries, things can fall through the cracks - overlooked or de
valued because they are not part of any established regime of ac
countability. 

• For the same reason, boundaries can be difficult places to inhabit to 
the extent that practices focus on their own competence and there is 
(at the boundary) no regime of competence to assert one's experi
ence as knowledge. They can be places of marginality where separa
tion is maintained in spite of sorne mutual engagement. 

Boundaries are important locations, but not just because they can 
cause problems. Discontinuities can be as productive as continuities for 
the negotiation of meaning. Boundaries are like fault lines: they are the 
locus of volcanic activity. They allow movement, they release tension; 
they create new mountains; they shake existing structures. 

• Because boundaries create new interplays of experience and compe
tence, they are a learning resource in their own right. 

• For the same reason, they are the likely locus of the production of 
radically new knowledge. They are where the unexpected can be ex
pected, where innovative or unorthodox solutions are found, where 
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serendipity is likely, and where old ideas find new life and new ideas 
propaga te. 

• 1 argued in Chapter 4 that boundaries are also places where new prac
tices often start. Boundary processes create their own histories over 
time and, in due course, new practices emerge at the boundaries be
tween old ones, and thus new communities take shape. Again, the 
val u e of these new practices is not always easy to recognize, beca use 
they are at the intersection of multiple regimes of competence yet 
not clearly within any of them. 

As places of coordination and translation activity, boundaries play an 
important role in structuring the negotiation of meaning in an organi
zation. Like communities of practice, boundaries are places to cultiva te 
in arder to foster learning - for instance, through the various types of 
boundary processes described in Chapter 4. 

1 have also argued that organizations must learn to recognize the 
value of people whose multimembership allows them to be brokers 
across boundaries. Because their usefulness can easily be overlooked -
they may not contribute centrally to any specific practice - they are 
often the first casual ti es in processes of reorganization. Multimember
ship is a particular! y interesting form of organizational participation be
cause it incorpora tes boundaries into an identity, and the work of recon
ciliation in volved produces a kind oflived resolution of the boundary. lt 
is therefore a process by which engagement addresses issues of locality 
and globality. 

Depth and fragmentaúon 

It is fairly clear that organizations must be interested in prac
tice in arder to get anything done, but it is perhaps less clear why they 
should be interested in communities of practice. After all, the forma
tion of communities of practice incurs a liability to the extent that their 
very depth may seem to fragment organizations and therefore be con
trary to the goal of forming a broader, coherent configuration. And in
deed, communities of practice do create distinct histories, which give 
rise to boundaries and can thus be a source of fragmentation. 

In an organization, the challenge of engagement requires a balancing 
act between depth and fragmentation. As a learning architecture, an 
organization does not form by denying, avoiding, or proscribing bound
aries. It does not gain coherence through the blending of communities 
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of practice into one amorphous and abstract configuration. The oppo
site of fragmentation is not homogenization, which is a suspicious form 
of unity. Who wants blending, anyway? And for what purpose? Blend
ing, somehow, always ends up privileging the perspective of the blade. 
Rather, organizations become learning architectures by putting bound
aries to work and managing them as learning assets. 

The notion of boundary does have negative connotations, because 
boundaries in organizations have traditionally been viewed as reflect
ing organizational politics that separate groups or pit them against 
one another. Communities of practice create localities and bound
aries that do not primarily reflect organizational politics, but instead 
reflect and shape organizationallearning.5 When boundaries entail sep
aration and disconnectedness, it may be a good idea to fight them, but 
when they reflect learning, it becomes necessary to understand their 
val u e. 

From the perspective of learning, communities of practice and their 
boundaries are both organizational assets and organizational liabilities, 
but in complementary ways. 

• On the one hand, communities of practice are learning assets through 
the depth of engagement they develop, but the locality of engage
ment entails the liability that useful connections beyond the bound
aries of any given practice may not be apparent or sought. 

• On the other hand, carefully managing boundaries by fostering 
boundary encounters helps prevent the deepening of communities 
from evolving into stale inbreeding or a source of excessive fragmen
tation. Instead, it allows that deepening to create new opportunities 
for learning. 

At the level of engagement, then, the learning architecture of an or
ganization is composed ofboth communities and boundaries. Enduring 
communities of practice are a sign oflearning. The local depth they pro
duce inevitably creates boundaries, which are therefore also a sign of 
learning. But then boundaries themselves become learning opportuni
ties, and the richness of boundary processes becomes a sign of learning 
as well. Such an evolving constellation of practices defines a landscape 
of continuities and discontinuities that dynamically shape an organiza
tion's ability to negotiate meaning. In this landscape, both the continu
ities created by communities of practice and the discontinuities created 
by their boundaries are organizational assets- and, like all assets, poten
tia! liabilities. 
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Organizational imagination 

When it comes to belonging to an organization, claims proces
sors are rather isolated and focused on their local practice. They have 
very little todo with colleagues (even within the corporation) who per
form the same job elsewhere or use the same computer system, and 
they do not belong to professional associations or unions. Claims pro
cessing is only one link in a broader service process, but claims proces
sors have little connection with the constellation of practices that is 
defined by the process as a whole. They have very few contacts with 
other parts of the corporation (sales, underwriting) that serve the same 
clients, and can therefore show little concern for the total service the 
company provides to a given client. They know that ~lajms processing 
is essential to Alinsu's business, but they have little sense of how, as 
communities of practice, they are part of a constellation that embodies 
and sustains that competence. They do not even have a sense that their 
competence, individual and communal, is valued, recognized, and man
aged as a corporate asset. As a result, they do not engage in a systematic 
reflection on the nature of the competence to which they con tribute, on 
what is needed to ensure its future development, on what connections 
to seek inside and outside the company, and on what their own trajec
tories may be within this context. Because their job fails to capture their 
imagination, their relation to Alinsu remains mostly distant, passive, 
and uninspiring. 

Because organizations are usually beyond the scope of our engage
ment, imagination plays an important part in transcending fragmenta
tion, bringing the global into the local and making learning an aspect of 
organizational life. In fact, the very reification of an organization will 
trigger imagination, whether the process of building an image of the 
organization is an informed one or based merely on assumptions. 

The decisions of what to reify publicly in an organizational design is 
therefore a decision about what material will be available for belonging 
through imagination. In this regard, good candidates are aspects of or
ganizational life that communities of practice do not produce them
selves (because such aspects are beyond their purview) but to which 
they need to have access in order to define their enterprise in an in
formed way. Their location in broader constellations is one such aspect. 

E ven in the context of one organization, most communities of prac
tice are tied to a great number of constellations reflecting various con
nections to the organization and to the world. Part of the practice of a 

J 
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example of constellation 

organizational units 

common function 

common customer 

end-to-end process 

critica/ organizational 
competence 

professional discipline 

geographica//ocation 

common historical roots 

common interests 

use of facilities or tools 

example of effect on practica 

defining organizational affiliation, often via 
forms of institutional accountability 

coordinating and optimizing the function 
across an organization 

understanding and addressing systematically 
the total service rendered 

improving a production process as a whole 
by interconnecting practices 

nurturing and expanding competence, sharing 
knowledge, inducing newcomers 

supporting professional membership and identity 

taking advantage of proximity and casual 
encounters 

sharing styles and discourses 

organizing the systematic pursuit of interests 

sharing tips, participating in design 

Figure 11.1. Examples of organizational constellatíons. 

cornrnunity is to negotiate its place in this nexus of constellations, sorne 
of which are institutionalized and sorne of which are not. Figure 11.1 
lists sorne exarnples of constellations potentially relevant to an organiza
tion and the effects on practice of focusing on such constellations. 

Constellations such as those listed in Figure 11.1 represent aspects 
of organizational practices that dernand various degrees of attention, 
depending on the circurnstances. Sorne of these constellations are con
tained within an organization and sorne are not; sorne are clearly reified 
institutionally and sorne are not; but all are candidates for institution
alization if there is a perception that the organization must pay more 
attention to these aspects. The process of locating practice through in
stitutionalization of constellations serves two purposes. 

1) lt allows the organization to pay attention to certain aspects 
of its structure. lt is indeed difficult to channel substantial 
organizational support and resources toward a constellation 
(and the issue it represents) unless it is sornehow reified in the 
institution. 

2) lnstitutionalizing constellations also allows the constituent 
cornrnunities of practice to understand their part in the conste!-
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lation and to integrate sorne responsibility for those aspects 
into their practices. 

Reifying constellations structures the fields of identification and ne
gotiability because it provides new material to locate oneself and opens 
new issues to negotiation. For example, there are often conflicts and 
trade-offs between competing concerns; an emphasis on process may 
conflict with an emphasis on competence. The short-term demands of 
getting things done may conflict with the long-term requirement of de
veloping competence and keeping the practices of the involved com
munities up-to-date. If neither process nor competence is institution
ally managed in its own right as a constellation of practices, then it is 
very difficult for participants to resolve possible conflicts in any system
atic way or to decide how much energy to invest in each. Again here, 
multimembership is an organizational principie, but it is construed in 
terms of constellations rather than single practices, that is, in terms of 
imagination rather than engagement. 

Managing a concern as a constellation of practices - rather than sim
ply a plan of action - in vol ves processes of imagination by which com
munities can open their fields of identification and negotiability. This 
entails giving the constellation visibility by creating a social focus - a 
"downtown," so to speak - so that the communities involved can orient 
themselves toward the constellation and each other in that context. Not 
everybody lives downtown, but it is a place of activity and identity that 
stirs up the suburban imagination. This focus helps organize the ways 
people move around the constellation: doing things together, having 
conversations, developing boundary practices, and fashioning personal 
trajectories. The reification of the constellation then becomes a bound
ary object around which communities can use their imagination to ori
ent their engagement, reflect on what they are doing, and explore new 
avenues for organizational participation. 

1 should reiterate here that by "managing" a concern 1 do not mean 
that there necessarily exist distinct structures, practices, and commu
nities of management. 1 mean only that the concern of interest is rei
fied institutionally by being identified with a constellation of practices 
and that resources and responsibilities become focused on it. The de
sign of an appropriate managing structure for a given constellation -
how much to centralize or specialize managing functions - will vary 
greatly depending on the nature of the constellation. In particular, insti
tutionalized constellations that are large or dispersed have different re
quirements than small ones. Similarly, those whose main purpose is to 
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accomplish or produce something specific may well have different man
agement requirements than those whose main purpose is to sustain 
relations or competence. Whatever the designed structure, however, 
managing a concern as a constellation means that, through organiza
tional imagination, "management" can beco me a feature of a whole 
constellation viewed as an interconnected system of practices, commu
nities, and identities. 

Organizational alignment 

Institutionalizing constellations is a very different move than 
devising prescriptions of practice - for example, by proceduralizing a 
process like the calculation of the COB worksheet (Vignette 11, Chap
ter 9). In fact, the COB worksheet was a facility of alignment in that it 
allowed claims processors to do what was expected of them; but it 
ended up squelching the inventiveness and knowledgeability of engage
ment and obviating the need for imagination. Proceduralized prescrip
tions align practice with the rest of the organization, but they do so by 
narrowing the scope of responsibility and localizing the activity. By con
trast, the reification of constellations loca tes the actions of a community 
of practice in a broader context. Both locating and localizing can pro
mote alignment, but in different ways: 

1) locating nurtures imagination and expands fields of identifica
tion and negotiability in arder to give actions a broader scope 

2) localizing curtails imagination and ignores the knowledgeabil-
ity of engagement in order to direct actions. 

The purpose of localizing is to atomize practices so that each location 
can make independent decisions. Locating, by contrast, tends to create 
overlaps in purview among practices so that coordination requires com
munication and negotiation. 

Suppose, for instance, that a company wants to improve the delivery 
of a service or product. Focusing on the en tire process, all the way from 
order to completion, is a good heuristic. But if the various communities 
of practice involved are localized by the design and do not form a tight 
constellation, they can hardly take responsibility for inefficiencies and 
mistakes whose causes fall outside their narrow purview. Because of 
this disconnection, the process is very inefficient; and for the same rea
son, no one is in a position to do anything about it. In such a case, insti
tutionalizing the constellation defined by the process - and supporting 
the formation of communities around and across it - is likely to yield a 
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more etfective way to improve it than reengineering it with yet another 
institutionally efficient system of localizing procedures. 

Localizing decisions is a one-way process of alignment. It privileges 
the perspectives of those who define procedures and hides the knowl
edgeability of those who apply them. Privileging certain perspectives 
and certain forms of knowledgeability can simplify alignment by de
creasing the need for negotiation. Yet even when such privileging is 
necessary, it has to be understood as a cost - it is a trade-off. By skew
ing the institutional apparatus, discourse, and style toward specific prac
tices, what an organization gains in alignment it loses in engagement 
and imagination. It gives up sorne of its ability to combine institutional 
reification with local participation, to engage the designed with the 
emergent, to connect the global with the local, and to inspire identifica
tion with negotiability. This loss translates into losses in responsiveness 
to local events, sensitivity to changing conditions, reflectivity, richness 
of interactions, exchanges of meaningful information, and shared learn
ing. An organization whose design reflects the privileging of certain per
spectives and the marginalization of others is always less than itself. 
By contrast, an organization that functions in a sufficiently coordinated 
fashion, without excessive recourse to privileging, thrives on intensive 
negotiation of meaning and is thus likely to be more dynamic and more 
pervasively creative. 

Note that my argument does not imply laissez-faire oran absence of 
leadership. It is important not to reduce the issue of privileged and mar
ginalized perspectives to hierarchical relations defined through organi
zational design. Of course, institutional authority is a crucial aspect of 
negotiability, but the two should not be conflated. There is a difference 
between assigning institutional decision-making authority versus privi
leging sorne perspectives through a design while marginalizing others. 
For instance, there is a suggestion box in the office, but claims proces
sors never use it- not beca use they fear or resent the authority of their 
managers, which they accept readily, but because they do not see the 
point. They have seen simple suggestions become complicated projects. 
For them, their knowledgeability as defined in their own terms has no 
place in the design of the organization. In fact, the suggestion box, in 
its squarish, lonely, and empty silence, stands as an enduring symbol 
of the very distance it is supposed to bridge. 

A somewhat paradoxical implication of the distinction between the 
privileging of perspective and institutional authority is that it may not 
matter that much whether an organization is strongly hierarchical in 
terms of institutional authority, leadership, and well-defined chains of 
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command. More important are the ways in which the institutional de
sign, discourses, and styles provide resources for negotiating meaning 
across perspectives.6 As instruments of alignment, leadership, author
ity, and policies all have the potential to become resources for negoti
ating meaning - as much as they can thwart the process. And tHerein 
lies the crucial difference. 

Contrasting alignment as negotiation of meaning with alignment as 
institutional abstraction is not a simplistic moral argument against au
thority or institutionalization. Rather, it is a learning-based argument 
for participatory kinds of organizational designs focused on resources 
for the negotiation of meaning. In the end, it is in the opportunities for 
negotiating meaning creatively that the learning of an organi:llation re
sides. Learning from this perspective is a very dynamic and systemic 
process in which mutual alignment continually plays the role of cata
lyst. This focus on the negotiation of meaning is a focus on the poten
tia! for new meanings embedded in an organization. It is a focus not on 
knowledge as an accumulated commodity - as the ability to repeat the 
past - but on learning as a social system productive of new meanings. 



Chapter 12 

Education 

Education, in its deepest sense and at whatever age it takes place, con
ceros the opening of identities - exploring new ways of being that líe 
beyond our current state. Whereas training aims to create an inbound 
trajectory targeted at competence in a specific practice, education must 
strive to open new dimensions for the negotiation of the sel( It places 
students on an outbound trajectory toward a broad field of possible 
identities. Education is not merely formative - it is transformative. 

In this chapter, 1 will argue that issues of education should be ad
dressed first and foremost in terms of identities and modes of belonging 
(as discussed in Part 11), and only secondarily in terms of skills and in
formation. To make this argument, 1 will adopt much the same struc
ture as in the previous chapter. Again, 1 will have two main sections 
that apply the framework of Chapter 10. 

1) 1 will first use the four dimensions of design introduced there 
to discuss issues of educational design. 

2) 1 will then use the framework of the three modes of belonging 
and of learning communities to discuss education as a process 
of identity transformation. 

This discussion assumes neither that education takes place in schools 
as we know them nor that education is for children. In fact, once edu
cation is understood in terms of identity, it may no longer seem such 
a good idea to front-load "education" at the beginning of a life. ldentity 
formation is a lifelong process whose phases and rhythms change as 
the world changes. From this perspective, we need to think about edu
cation not merely in terms of an initial period of socialization into a 
culture, but more fundamentally in terms of rhythms by which com
munities and individuals continually renew themselves. Education thus 
becomes a mutual developmental process between communities and in
dividuals, one that goes beyond mere socialization. It is an investment 
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of a community in its own future, not as a reproduction of the past 
through cultural transmission, but as the formation of new identities 
that can take its history of learning forward. 

Dimensions of educationa1 design 

To the extent that education involves design, it involves the 
kinds of issues listed in Chapter 10: 

1) participation and reijication - how much to reify learning, its 
subject and its object 

2) the designed and the emergent - the relation between teaching 
and learning is not one of simple cause and effect 

3) the local and the global- educational experiences must connect 
to other experiences 

4) identification and negotiability - there are multiple perspectives 
on what an educational design is about: its effect on learning 
depends on inviting identities of participation. 

Each of the following sections introduces a set of trade-offs and ques
tions related to the dimension under consideration, with illustrations 
drawn mainly from traditional issues of schooling. 

Participation and reification: learning as negotiation 

One activity traditionally assocíated wíth educatíonal design is 
the codification of knowledge into a reified subject matter, for instance, 
in the form of a textbook or a currículum. This kind of educational re
ification creates an intermediary stage between practices and learners. 
Common examples are the use of grammatical categories to teach lan
guage or the use of word problems to connect mathematics to everyday 
situations. Beca use of this additional step, making sense of the reifica
tion becomes an additional problem that may not exist in practice. Re
ification is therefore potentially a hurdle as well as a help to learning. 
In other words, there is a pedagogical cost to reifying in that it requires 
additional work- even, possibly, a new practice- to make sense ofthe 
reification. 

Reifying knowledge for educational purposes offers something vis
ible and fixed for newcomers to vie for in their quest for full member
ship, but it does not guarantee access to the relevant forms of partici
pation. In fact, by reducing knowing to reified items, the codification of 
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knowledge may create the illusion of a simple, direct, unproblematic 
relation between individual learners and elements of a subject matter. 
Reification may seem to lift knowledge out of practice, and thus to 
obviate the need for (and complexities of) participation. And yet, what 
the subject matter comes to mean in the lives of learners still depends 
on the forms of participation available to them. 

To the extent that knowledge is reified, decontextualized, or proce
duralized, learning can lead to a literal dependence on the reification of 
the subject matter, and thus (as I argued in Chapter 9) to a brittle kind 
of understanding with very narrow applicability. This is especially true 
if the delivery of codified knowledge takes place away from actual prac
tice, with a focus on instructional structure and pedagogical authority 
that discourages negotiation. As a form of educational design, the reifi
cation of knowledge is thus not in itself a guarantee that relevant or 
applicable learning will take place. In fact, it can be misleading in that 
evaluation processes reflecting the structure of a reified currículum are 
circular. Students with a literal relation to a subject matter can repro
duce reified knowledge without attempting to gain sorne ownership of 
its meaning. An evaluation process will become more informative re
garding the learning that has actually taken place to the extent that its 
structure does not parallel that of instruction too closely, but instead 
conforms to the structure of engagement in actual practice and the 
forms of competence inherent in it. 

I am not claiming that the reification of knowledge is harmful. Cod
ifying knowledge is a useful exercise, one whose value as a too! of re
flection extends even beyond its pedagogical purpose. My point is that 
educational design is not primarily about such reification, but more fun
damentally about pondering when to reify and when to rely on partici
pation. lt is about balancing the production of reificative material with 
the design of forms of participation that provide entry into a practice 
and let the practice itself be its own currículum, as described in 
Chapter 3. 

In this balancing act, the primary focus must be on the negotiation of 
meaning rather than on the mechanics of information transmission and 
acquisition. Of course, there are mechanics involved in learning- pro
cesses of perception and memory, development of automatisms and 
skills, accumulation and processing of information, structuring of activ
ities, and changes in behavior. While the mechanics of learning do need 
to be in place, they need not take center stage or become the primary 
focus of educational design. 

_j 
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• F ocusing on the mechanics of learning at the cost of meanings tends 
to render learning itself problema tic by reifying learning as a process 
and participants as learners. Learning a new word, for instance, is 
m u eh more difficult if the purpose is to memorize it in a list rather 
than include it in meaningful activities. 

• In many cases, when the meanings of learning are properly attended 
to, the mechanics take care of themselves. We learn to speak a lan
guage so successfully by immersion in part because we are focused on 
the experience of meaning rather than on the mechanics of learning. 

In practice, it is in the meanings we are able to negotiate through learn
ing that we invest ourselves, and it is those meanings that are the source 
of the energy required for learning. 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimension of educational 
design include the following. 

1) To what degree should the subject matter be reified for educa
tional purposes? 

2) What forms of participation are required to give meaning to 
the subject matter? 

3) How m u eh should learning itself be reified as a process? 
4) At what point is such reification more a distraction than a help? 
5) What forms of participation can be designed that do not re

quire reification of the subject matter beyond what is already 
part of the practice? 

The designed and the emergent: teaching and learning 

A focus on teaching is not equivalent to a focus on learning. 
The two are not even mirror images. In an instructional context, such 
as a school classroom or a training session, the reification of learning 
combined with institutional authority can easily create the impression 
that it is teaching that causes learning. Yet the learning that actually 
does take place is but a response to the pedagogical intentions ofthe set
ting. lnstruction does not cause learning; it creates a context in which 
learning takes place, as do other contexts. 

• Learning and teaching are not inherently linked. Much learning 
takes place without teaching, and indeed much teaching takes place 
without learning. 

• To the extent that teaching and learning are linked in practice, the 
linkage is one not of cause and effect but of resources and negotiation. 
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In other words, teaching does not cause learning: what ends up being 
learned may or may not be what was taught, or more generally what the 
institutional organization of instruction in tended. Learning is an emer
gent, ongoing process, which may use teaching as one of its many struc
turing resources. In this regard, teachers and instructional materials be
come resources for learning in much more complex ways than through 
their pedagogical intentions, an important theme to which 1 shall re
turn shortly. 1 

Pedagogical debates traditionally focus on such choices as authority 
versus freedom, instruction versus discovery, individual versus collab
orative learning, or lecturing versus hands-on experience. But the real 
issue underlying all these debates is the interaction of the planned and 
the emergent. Teaching must be opportunistic because it cannot con
trol its own effects. Opportunism does not mean laissez-faire. At issue 
is not authority per se but the extent to which it thwarts the negotiation 
of meaning. For that matter, laissez-faire, too, can prevent negotiation 
by offering no proposals around which to organize it. What matters is 
the interaction of the planned and the emergent- that is, the ability of 
teaching and learning to interact so as to become structuring resources 
for each other. 

~estions of the kind derived from this dimension of educational 
design include the following. 

1) How can we honor the emergent character of learning? 
2) How can we minimize teaching so as to maximize learning? 
3) What kind of rhythm and shifts of focus will allow learning and 

teaching to inform each other? 
4) How can we maximize the processes of negotiation of meaning 

enabled by that interaction? 

The local and the global: from prartire to prartire 

To the extent that educational design spawns its own practices, 
they will tend to have their own localism, their own regimes of com
petence, and even their own interna! generational encounters. That a 
classroom, for instance, is the result of educational design does not 
guarantee a wider scope of relevance for what is learned there than what 
is learned anywhere else. In fact, as 1 argued in Chapter 4, if school 
practices become self-contained then they cease to point anywhere be
yond themselves. Schoollearning is just learning school. 
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From that perspective, applying what one has learned in a classroom 
becomes a matter of moving from one practice to another. In this re
spect, there is not that much difference between the schoolhouse and 
the claims processing center. Both are local practices that have specific 
relations to the rest of the world. That each setting gives rise to local 
practices does not mean that what both groups learn in their respec
tive practices has no relevance anywhere else. Learning in practice 
ís not necessarily parochial. On the contrary, what particípants learn 
in both settings becomes part of their identities, and is thus carried 
into other parts of their lives. But what their learning will mean in the 
broader context of their lives - how it will become knowing that 
will shape their overall trajectories and their broader experience of the 
world - is in both cases the same open question. 

1 started by saying that while training focuses on specific practices, 
education has a broader scope. Educational design is thus caught in a 
tension between the local and the global. In this tension, the challenge 
is to balance the scope of educational experience with the locality of 
engagement, the need to be detached from practice with the need to be 
connected to it. The traditional approach to this conundrum is infor
mational: to seek generality in more abstract formulatíons that have a 
wider range of applicability and subsume other practices under an over
arching, self-contained educational program. But there is a problem 
with this approach: it confuses abstraction and generality. The ability to 
apply learning flexibly depends not on abstraction of formulation but 
on deepening the negotiation of meaning. This in turn depends on en
gaging identities in the complexity of lived situations. 1 would argue 
that the problem of generality is not just an informational question; it 
is more fundamentally a question of identíty, because identity is the 
Yehicle that carries our experiences from context to context. 

From this perspective, schools gain relevance not just by the content 
of their teaching - much of which can be acquired just as well in other 
circumstances- but by the experiments of identíty that students can en
gage in whíle there. Consequently, deep transformative experiences 
that involve new dimensions of identification and negotiability, new 
forms of membership, multimembership, and ownership of meaning
even in one specific or narrowly defined domain- are líkely to be more 
widely significant in terms of the long-term ramifications of learning 
than extensive coverage of a broad, but abstractly general, currículum. 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimensíon of educational 
desígn include the following. 
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1) How can we broaden the scope of coverage without losing the 
depth of local engagement? 

2) How can we create links to other practices so that education 
does not become self-contained? 

3) How can we enable transformative experiences that change stu
dents' understanding of themselves as learners and thus their 
ability to move among practices and learn whatever they need 
to learn where they are? 

Ident~firaúon and negotiability: identities of participation 

An educational design faces issues of identification and nego
tiability at multiple levels. To the extent that it is a process of coloniz
ing learning, of claiming a territory, of deciding what matters, and of 
defining success and failure, it is a contested terrain. Like organiza
tional design, it involves a whole constellation of practices, but can dif
ferentially privilege the various perspectives of specific communities. 

In this context, an educational design competes with other sources 
of identification and negotiability. One problem of the traditional class
room format is that it is both too disconnected from the world and too 
uniform to support meaningful forms of identification. It offers un
usually little texture to negotiate identities: a teacher sticking out and 
a flat group of students all learning the same thing at the same time. 
Competence, thus stripped of its social complexity, means pleasing the 
teacher, raising your hand first, getting good grades. There is little ma
terial with which to fashion identities that are locally differentiated and 
broadly connected. It is no surprise, then, that the playground tends to 
become the centerpiece of schoollife (and of schoollearning), that the 
classroom itselfbecomes a dual world where instruction must compete 
with message passing, and that sorne students either seek their identity 
in subversive behavior or simply refuse to participate.2 

If an institutional setting for learning does not offer new forms of 
identification and negotiability - that is, meaningful forms of mem
bership and empowering forms of ownership of meaning - then it will 
mostly reproduce the communities and economies of meaning outside 
of it. It will not open new trajectories of participation unless they are al
ready opened somewhere else. Focusing on an institutionalized currícu
lum without addressing issues of identity thus runs the risk of serving 
only those who already ha ve an identity of participation with respect to 
the material in other contexts. Others must be willing to abandon their 
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claim to ownership of meaning, have bu't a literal relation to informa
tion, and live with that kind of identity. In fact, for many students, 
school presents a choice between a meaningful identity and learning -
a choice that creates a conflict between their social and personal lives 
and their intellectual engagement in school.3 What appears to be a lack 
of interest in learning may therefore not reflect a resistance to learning 
or an inability to learn. On the contrary, it may reflect a genuine thirst 
for learning of a kind that engages one's identity on a meaningful trajec
tory and affords sorne ownership of meaning. Toan institution focused 
on instruction in terms of reified subject matters sequestered from ac
tual practice, this attitude will simply appear as failure to learn. 

In terms of learning, identification with or alienation from an insti
tution of learning will ha ve deeper effects than success or failure in ac
quiring elements of a currículum. For instance, many claims processors 
report that their experience of schooling was one of institutional mar
ginalization. But the institutional relations they find at work are not 
that different. When institutionally marginalized students leave school, 
taking institutionally marginalized jobs such as claims processing at 
Alinsu fits in with what they have learned in school. It merely extends 
the trajectory and institutional identity that schooling has offered them.4 

Questions of the kind derived from this dimension of educational 
design include the following. 

1) Which sources of identification does an educational design 
compete with and which does it offer? 

2) What broader economies of meaning is it part of? What kinds 
of economies of meaning does it genera te internally? And how 
are the two articulated? 

3) For whom is the designan opportunity to build an identity of 
participation? 

4) Who defines success and failure, and how is this definition ne
gotiated among the parties involved? 

Education and identity: a learning architecture 

To talk about a learning architecture that addresses sorne ofthe 
issues just raised, 1 will use the framework introduced in Chapter 10 
with infrastructures of engagement, imagination, and alignment. Talk
ing about learning in terms of these modes of belonging makes it pos
sible to consider educational designs not just in terms of the delivery 
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of a currículum, but more generally in terms of their effects on the for
matíon of identities. Students need: 

1) places of engagement 
2) materials and experiences with which to build an image of the 

world and themselves 
3) ways of havíng an effect on the world and making their actions 

matter. 

From this perspective the purpose of educational design is not to ap
propriate learning and institutionalize it into an engineered process, 
but to support the formation of learning communities of the kind de
scribed in Coda 11. 

Once learning communities are truly functional and connected to 
the world in meaningful ways, teaching events can be designed around 
them as resources to their practices and as opportunities to open up 
their learning more broadly. Again, there is a profound difference be
tween viewing educational design as the so urce or cause of learning and 
viewing it as a resource to a learning community. 

Educational engagement 

The first requirement of educational design is to offer oppor
tunities for engagement. Learners must be able to invest themselves in 
communities of practice in the process of approaching a subject matter. 
L;nlike in a classroom, where everyone is learning the same thing, par
ticipants in a community of practice contribute in a variety of inter
dependent ways that become material for building an identity. What 
they learn is what allows them to contribute to the enterprise of the 
community and to engage with others around that enterprise. In fact, 
this is how most learning takes place outside of school, where it is true 
not only of adults, but also of children: we are all engaged in the pursuit 
of a socially meaningful enterprise, and our learning is in the service of 
that engagement. Our communities of practice then become resources 
for organizing our learning as well as contexts in which to manifest our 
learning through an identity of participation. What is crucial about this 
kind of engagement as an educational experience is that identity and 
learning serve each other. 

Rather than mistrusting social relationships and interests, as tradi
tionallearning institutions often do, a learning community incorporates 
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them as essential ingredients of learning in order to maximize the en
gagement of its members. Building complex social relationships around 
meaningful activities requires genuine practices in which taking charge 
of learning becomes the enterprise of a community. In terms of infra
structure, this means: 

1) activities requiring mutual engagement, both among students 
and with other people involved 

2) challenges and responsibilities that call upon the knowledge
ability of students yet encourage them to explore new terri
tories 

3) enough continuity for participants to develop shared practices 
anda long-term commitment to their enterprise and each other. 

As stated previously, it is more important for students to have expe
riences that allow them to take charge of their own learning than to 
cover a lot of material. A curriculum would then look more like an itin
erary of transformative experiences of participation than a list of sub
ject matter. Given enough resources, the practice of a learning com
munity can become rich and complex enough to be the driving force of 
a complete education. 

Educational irnagination 

It is not enough for education to provide a locus of engage
ment. If the purpose of education is not simply to prepare students for 
a specific capability, but rather to give them a sense of the possible tra
jectories available in various communities, then education must involve 
imagination in a central way. Students must be enabled to explore who 
they are, who they are not, who they could be. They must be able to 
understand where they come from and where they can go. In terms of 
design, it is necessary to support all three aspects of imagination intro
duced in Chapter 1 O. 

• Orientation. Educational imagination is about locating ourselves -
getting a panoramic view of the landscape and of our place in it. It is 
about other meanings, other places, other times. It is about direc
tions and trajectories. In this sense, it is about identity formation as 
an expanding image of the world. 

• Refiection. Educational imagination is about looking at ourselves and 
our situations with new eyes. It is about taking a distance and see
ing the obvious anew. It is about being aware of the multiple ways 
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we can interpret our lives. In this sense, it is about identity as self
conscwusness. 

• Exploration. Educational imagination is also about not accepting 
things the way they are, about experimenting and exploring possibil
ities, reinventing the self, and in the process reinventing the world. 
It is daring to try on something really different, to open new trajec
tories, to seek different experiences, and to conceive of different fu
tures. In this sense, it is about identity as a creation. 

Of course, television, magazines, books, and the media in general 
do offer endless material for imagination. lt is perhaps precisely be
cause they furnish material for identification through imagination that 
they are so successful in fascinating us, and that they compete so suc
cessfully with schools for the attention of students. But when imagina
tion is anchored in a learning community, it can become part of a lived 
identity and so become an active rather than passive force. For a learn
ing community, imagination is a way to expand the definition of its 
enterprise. 

One cannot stress enough that these aspects of an infrastructure of 
imagination are matters of identity, not just of information. lnforma
tion for its own sake is meaningless; it must capture our identities and 
expand them. Again- this time in terms of imagination- it is more im
portant for the informational content of an educational experience to 
be identity-transforming than to be "complete" in sorne abstract way. 
This is especially true in a world where it is clearly impossible to know 
all there is to know, but where identity involves choosing what to know 
and becoming a person for whom such knowledge is meaningful. Learn
ing is a lifelong process that is not limited to educational settings but 
ts limited by the scope of our identities. In this regard, educational de
signs must airo to launch this broader learning process rather than sub
stitute for it. 

Educational alignment 

Through local engagement and panoramic imagination, stu
dents may gain a good understanding of their situation and still not be 
able to take charge of their destiny with respect to a broader context. 
Toward this end, they must ha ve first-hand experience of what it takes 
to accomplish something on a larger scale. How does one contribute to 
a broad enterprise? How can local actions add up to large-scale effects? 
What are the processes of coordination by which various contributors 
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converge on a joint goal? What are the demands of participation in the 
world into which education is meant to lead? How does one have an 
effect on such a world? What are the structures of power by which align
ment is legislated and enforced? How can one gain sorne leverage in 
that context? How can one enter the various economies of meaning 
with a chance of finding a reasonable place in them? 

Educational design must engage learning communities in activities 
that have consequences beyond their boundaries, so that students may 
learn what it takes to become effective in the world. A learning com
munity offers opportunities to explore alignment in a variety of ways. 

• Boundary processes. A learning community must push its boundaries 
and interact with other communities of practice. But in order to go 
beyond just imagination, these contacts must take place in the course 
of seeking alignment for sorne meaningful purpose. 

• Experiences of multimembership. A learning community must articu
la te participation inside with participation outside. Bringing multi
ple forms of membership together entails including the necessary 
work of reconciliation into its own practice, and thus expanding its 
own horizon. 

• S~yles and discourses of broader constellations. A learning community 
must become self-conscious about appropriating the styles and dis
courses of the constellations in which it expects to have effects. 
Science or civic education is as much about discourses of alignment 
as it is about lists of facts or techniques. 

• lnstitutional participation. A learning community must be given op
portunities to become involved in the institutional arrangements in 
the context of which it defines its enterprise. As 1 mentioned earlier, 
a large part of institutionalized educational design consists in an ap
prenticeship in institutional identity. 

Problems of alignment cover a range of educational concerns, from 
issues of proper spelling to issues of political power. Toda y more than 
ever, issues of alignment are fundamental to education because the 
scope of our interdependencies expands at the same time as our socí
eties remain fragmented. To be able to have effects on the world, stu
dents must learn to find ways of coordinating multiple perspectives. 
This observation is rather commonplace. What is not so widely under
stood is that this ability is not just a matter of information and skill. It 
is not an abstract technical question, nor merely learning the reper
toires of multiple practices. Rather, it is a matter of identity - of strad-



Chapter 12: Education 275 

dling across boundaries and finding ways of being in the world that can 
encompass multiple, conflicting perspectives in the course of address
ing significant issues. Exercising this sort of identity is a result of par
ticipation in a learning community challenged by issues of alignment. 
lt is one of the most critica! aspects of education for the kind of world 
we live in. 

Educational resources 

1 have argued that an educational design does not enable learn
ing by attempting to substitute for the world and be the entire learn
ing event. lt cannot be a closed system that shelters a well-engineered 
but self-contained learning process. On the contrary, it must aim to 
offer dense connections to communities outside its setting. 

If education is understood as fulfilling a different function than prep
aration for engagement in specific practices, then it may be useful to 
have specific settings dedicated to it. Such a specialized setting may 
need to be distinct from other forms of engagement, but it must not be 
sequestered from them. In order to combine engagement, imagination, 
and alignment, learning communities cannot be isolated. They must 
use the world around them as a learning resource and be a learning re
source for the world. 

There are all sorts of reasons to shelter newcomers from the inten
sity of actual practice, from the power struggles of full participation, 
and possibly from the abuses of established members. Similarly, there 
are all sorts of reasons to shelter old-timers from the naiveté of new
comers and spare them the time and trouble of going over the basics. 
Still, 1 argued in Chapter 6 that the generational encounter involves not 
the mere transmission of a cultural heritage, but the mutual negotiation 
of identities invested in different historical moments. When old-timers 
and newcomers are engaged in separate practices, they lose the benefit 
of their interaction. 

This segregation, which is typical of the modern experience of 
youth, is doubly costly. The young are not given a chance to invest their 
fresh energy in pushing histories of practice forward, nor is their un
bridled naiveté subjected to the accountability inherent in engagement 
in actual practice. 

• On the one hand, newcomers are not directly exposed to the account
ability of practice and the lived models of paradigmatic trajectories. 
Their educational experience is thus impoverished. 
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• On the other, practices do not benefit from the need for reflection in
troduced by the generational encounter. Communities are thus de
prived of the contributions of potentially the most dynamic, albeit 
inexperienced, segment of their membership - the segment that has 
the greatest stake in their future. 

In terms of identity, this segregation crea tes a vacuum. Generational 
issues of identification and negotiability become resolved in isolation. 
Local ownership of meaning is not exposed to broader economies. lden
tification finds material in relationships among newcomers; that is, new
comers are having to invent identities and meanings among them
selves. In this context they can try sorne pretty wild things, but their 
attempts remain local, self-contained, and without much effect on his
tory. Without mutual engagement and accountability across genera
tions, new identities can be both erratically inventive and historically 
ineffective. 

An important function of educational design is thus to maximize, 
rather than avoid, interactions among generations in ways that inter
lock their stakes in histories of practice. As 1 mentioned earlier, teach
ers, parents, and other educators constitute learning resources, not 
only through their pedagogical or institutional roles, but also (and per
haps primarily) through their own membership in relevant communi
ties of practice. In other words, it is not so much by the specific content 
of their pedagogy as by their status as members that they take part in 
the generacional encounter. 

lf the pedagogical and institutional functions of educators completely 
displace their ability to manifest their identities as participants in their 
communities of practice, they lose their most powerful teaching asset. 
For instance, in many schools, the separation from mature practice is 
exacerbated by the roles of teachers as managers of large classrooms. 
In such a role, teachers do not have much opportunity to act as them
selves - as adults and thus as doorways into the adult world. Rather, 
they constantly have to act as teachers - that is, as representatives of 
the institution and upholders of curricular demands, with an identity 
defined by an institutional role. Hence, in terms of forming identities of 
participation, the organization of schooling tends to offer students very 
limited contacts with adulthood as a lived identity. 

This observation prompts two strategic remarks. First, teachers need 
to "represent" their communities of practice in educational settings. 
This type of lived authenticity brings into the subject matter the con
ceros, sense of purpose, identification, and emotion of participation. lt 
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is not, however, something that 1 have seen emphasized in our schools. 
Yet for students, it is the kind of access to experience they need in order 
to feel connected to a subject matter. This principie suggests that being 
an active practitioner with an authentic form of participation might be 
one of the most deeply essential requirements for teaching. 

Second, it is desirable to increase opportunities for relationships 
with adults just being adults, while downplaying the institutional as
pects of their role as educators. What students need in developing their 
own identities is contact with a variety of adults who are willing to in
vite them into their adulthood. By this 1 do not mean that adults must 
be role models in a dramatic fashion. The main point is not to be exem
plary in any idealized sense - though sorne authentic ideals can be help
ful- but rather to actas members and engage in the learning that mem
bership entails, and then to open forms of mutual engagement that can 
become an invitation to participation. 

lndeed, the mutuality of engagement is a mutuality of learning. I 
argued in Chapter 3 that it is because practice is a process of interac
tive learning to start with that it enables newcomers to insert them
selves into existing communities. It is the learning of mature members 
and of their communities that invites the Iearning of newcomers. As a 
consequence, it is as learners that we become educators. 

If learning is a matter of identity, then identity is itself an educational 
resource. lt can be brought to bear through relations of mutuality to 
address a paradox of learning: if one needs an identity of participation 
in order to learn, yet needs to learn in order to acquire an identity of 
participation, then there seems to be no way to start. Addressing this 
most fundamental paradox is what, in the last analysis, education is 
about. In the life-giving power of mutuality líes the miracle of parent
hood, the essence of apprenticeship, the secret to the generational en
counter, the key to the creation of connections across boundaries of 
practice: a frail bridge across the abyss, a slight breach of the law, a 
small gift of undeserved trust - it is almost a theorem of love that we 
can open our practices and communities to others (newcomers, out
siders), invite them into our own identities of participation, let them 
be what they are not, and thus start what cannot be started. 

. ..., 



Notes 

lntroduction 

l. I am not claiming that a social perspective of the sort proposed here says everything 
there is to say about learning. It takes for granted the biological, neurophysiological, 
cultural, linguistic, and historical developments that have made our human experi
ence possible. Nor do I make any sweeping claim that the assumptions that underlie 
m y approach are incompatible with those of other theories. There is no room here 
to go into very much detail, but for contrast it is useful to mention the themes and 
pedagogical focus of sorne other theories in order to sketch the landscape in which 
this book is situated. 

Learning is a natural concern for students of neurological functions. 

Neurophysiological theories focus on the biological mechanisms of learning. 
They are informative about physiological limits and rhythms and about is
sues of stimulation and optimization of memory processes (Edelman 1993; 
Sylwester 1995). 

Learning has traditionally been the province of psychological theories. 

Behaúorist theories focus on behavior modification via stimulus-response 
pairs and selective reinforcement. Their pedagogical focus is on control and 
adaptive response. Because they completely ignore issues of meaning, their 
usefulness líes in cases where addressing issues of social meaning is made 
impossible or is not relevant, such as automatisms, severe social dysfunction
ality, or animal training (Skinner 1974). 
Cognitiu theories focus on interna! cognitive structures and view learning 
as transformations in these cognitive structures. Their pedagogical focus is 
on the processing and transmission of information through communication, 
explanation, recombination, contrast, inference, and problem solving. They 
are useful for designing sequences of conceptual material that bui1d upon 
existing information structures (J. R. Anderson 1983; Wenger 1987; Hutch
ins 1995). 
Constructiúst theories focus on the processes by which learners build their 
own mental structures when interacting with an environment. Their peda
gogical focus is task-oriented. They favor hands-on, self-directed activities 
oriented toward design and discovery. They are useful for structuring learn
ing en\'Íronments, such as simulated worlds, so as to afford the construction 
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of certain conceptual structures through engagement in self-directed tasks 
(Piaget 1954; Papert 1980). 
Soáallearning theories take social interactions into account, but still from a 
primarily psychological perspective. They place the emphasis on interper
sonal relations involving imitation and modeling, and thus focus on the study 
of cognitive processes by which observation can beco me a source of learning. 
They are useful for understanding the detailed information-processing mech
anisms by which social interactions affect behavior (Bandura 1977). 

Sorne theories are moving away from an exclusively psychological approach, but 
with a different focus from mine. 

Actlút)' theories focus on the structure of activities as historically constituted 
entities. Their pedagogical focus is on bridging the gap between the histori
cal state of an activity and the developmental stage of a person with respect 
to that activity- for instance, the gap between the current state of a language 
and a child's ability to speak that language. The purpose is to define a "zone 
of proximal development" in which learners who receive help can perform 
an activity they would not be able to perform by themselves (Vygotsky 1934; 
Wertsch 1985; Engestriim 1987). 
Soáa/í;:;atwn theories focus on the acquisition of membership by newcom
ers within a functionalist framework where acquiring membership is defined 
as internalizing the norms of a social group (Parsons 1962). As 1 will argue, 
there is a subtle difference between imitation or the internalization of norms 
by individuals and the construction of identities within communities of prac
tice. 
Organi;:;a!Írma! theories concern themselves both with the ways individuals 
learn in organizational contexts and with the ways in which organizations 
can be said to learn as organizations. Their pedagogical focus is on organiza
tional systems, structures, and politics and on institutional forms of memory 
(Argyris and Schiin 1978; Senge 1990; Brown 1991; Brown and Duguid 
1991; Hock 1995; Leonard-Barton 1995; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Sny
der 1996). 

2. Lave and Wcnger (1991 ). 
3. The roots of social theory go all the way back to Plato's arguments on the na tu re of 

a republic. The tradition was continued by European political philosophy. Accord
ing to sociologist Anthony Giddens, who has done much to establish social theory 
as a legitimare and coherent intellectual tradition, the roots of the modern version of 
social theorv are to be found in the work of poli ti cal economist Karl !\1arx and so
ciologists Emile Durkheim and 11,1ax Weber (Giddens 1971). But social theory is 
broader than just theoretical sociology. lt includes contributions from such other 
fields as anthropology, geography, history, linguistics, literary criticism, philosophy, 
political economy, and psychology. 

4. Giving primacy to structure yields great analytical power because it seeks to account 
for a wide variety of instances through a unifying underlying structure. This is, of 
course, the methodological approach of structuralism (Lhi-Strauss 1958), but a 
focus on structure over specific actions and actors is also a characteristic of many 
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approaches that claim no specific allegiance to structuralism (Blau 1975). Even his
torian Michel Foucault (1966 ), who distances himself very forcefully from structur
alism, ends up giúng primacy to historical discourses to the point of questioning the 
very relevance of individual subjects. Resolving the dichotomy between structure 
and action is the motintion for Giddens's "structuration" theory, which is based on 
the idea that structure is both input to and output of human actions, that actions 
ha ve both intended and unintended consequences, and that actors know a great deal 
but not ever~thing about the structural ramifications of their actions (Giddens 
1984 ). Though m y purpose is not to address directly the theoretical issue of the 
structure-action controversy, 1 will work within assumptions similar to Giddens's. 

5. Concerns with the situatedness of experience are characteristic of a number of dis
ciplines. 

In pht!osophv. they are rooted in the phenomenological philosophy of Martín 
Heidegger (1927), whose writings have been brought to broader audiences 
through the work of philosopher Hubert Dreyfus (1972, 1991 ), computer 
scientists Terry Winograd and Fernando Flores (1986 ), and psychologist 
Martín Packer (1985 ). 
In ps¡,chology, ecological approaches explore the implications of a close cou
pling between organism and environment (Maturana and Varela 1980; Wino
grad and Flores 1986 ). From this perspective, the environment is viewed 
as offering specific "affordances" (i.e., possibilities for actions) for specific 
organisms (Gibson 1979). Situated in this context, cognition is understood 
as a process of conceptually mediated and coordinated perception (Clancey 
1997). 
In educatwn. John Dewey (1922) Yiews thinking as engagement in action, 
and Donald Schün ( 1983) views problem solving as a conversation with the 
situation. 
In soáology. two schools of thought concern themselves with this issue. One 
is symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1962), and I would include under this 
category interactional theories of identity (Mead 1934; Goffman 1959). The 
other school is ethnomethodology ( Garfinkel 196 7), which has influenced 
my theorizing mostly through the work of anthropologists Lucy Suchman 
( 1987), on activity as situated improvisation with plans as resources, and 
Gitti Jordan ( 1989), on apprenticeship and interactional analysis, and of soci
ologist Jack Whalen ( 1992) on the choreography of conversations. 

6. Concerns with issues ofpractice goal! the way back to Karl Marx's use ofthe notion 
of "praxis" as the sociohistorical context for a materialist account of consciousness 
and the making of history (.\hrx 1844). Since then, concerns with practice have 
come in a variety of guises as a way to address the constitution of both culture writ 
large and local activities. M y own interest in the concept of practice originated in m y 
work with anthropologistJean Lave, who had used itas a central argument in her cri
tique of cognitive approaches and her contention that social practice is the key to 
grasping the actual complexity of human thought as it takes place in reallife (Lave 
1988; Lave, in preparation). Sociologist/anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu is perhaps 
the most prominent practice theorist. He uses the concept of practice to counter 
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purely structuralist or functionalist accounts of culture and to emphasize the gen
erative character of structure by which cultural practices embody class relations 
(Bourdieu 1972, 1979, 1980). Social critic Michel De Certeau ( 1984) uses the con
cept of practice to theorize the everyday as resistan ce to hegemonic structures, and 
consumption as carving spaces of local production. Literary critic Stanley Fish 
( 1989) uses the concept of practice to account for the authoritative interpretation of 
texts in the context of what he calls "interpretive communities." (See also Ortner 
1984 for an overview of uses of the concept of practice in anthropology as a way to 

talk about structure and system without assuming that they have a deterministic 
effect on action; Chaiklin and Lave 1996 for a collection of perspectives on practice; 
as well as Tumer 1994 for a critique of the use of the concept.) In addition, my 
understanding of the concept of practice has been influenced by authors who are not 
avowed practice theorists but whose theories do address related issues. These au
thors include (in alphabetical order): 

1) computer scientist Pelle Ehn ( 1988)- computer-system design as providing 
tools for professional practices 

2) activity theorist Y rjo Engestriim (1987) - developmental perspective on his
torically constituted activities 

3) social critic Jürgen Habermas (1984)- lifeworld as opposed to system as 
background for a rationality of communication 

4) urban geographer Jane Jacobs (1992)- different moral systems governing 
economic and political practices 

5) sociologist of science Bruno Latour (Latour and Woolgar 1979)- science as 
practice, factuality as mobilization 

6) anthropologist Julian Orr ( 1996) - practice as communal memory through 
the sharing of stories 

7) sociologist of science Leigh Star ( 1989) - boundary issues, translation, mar
ginality 

8) psychologist Lev Vygotsky ( 1934, 1978) - engagement in social activity as 
the foundation for high-level cognitive functions 

9) social critic Paul Willis ( 1977, 1981, 1990) - accounts of social reproduction 
(e.g., social classes) through local cultural production 

10) philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) - meaning as usage in the "lan
guage games" of specific "ways of life." 

7. There is a vast literature on identity in the social sciences. While the concept has 
received much attention in psychology, it has also been explored in social theory 
as a way of placing the person in a context of mutual constitution between individ
uals and groups (Strauss 1959; Giddens 1991). Ofspecial relevance to my under
standing of issues of identity is the work of other members of the Leaming and Iden
tity Initiative at the Institute for Research on Learning. Linguist Penelope Eckert 
( 1989) explores the practices developed by adolescents with respect to social cate
gories as well as the styles by which they construct identities in the context of those 
practices, particularly regarding issues of class and gender. Linguist Charlotte Linde 
( 199 3) views identity as a narrative, a life story that is cast in terms of cultural sys
tems of coherence and that is constan ti y and interactively reconstructed in the tell
ing. Anthropologist Lindy Sullivan (1993) analyzes the multiple interpretations that 
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an ethnic community obtains - even internally - thus leading to complex and di
verse identities. 

8. E ver sin ce the early days of social theory, defining basic types of social configuration 
and analyzing the so urce of their cohesion and boundaries ha ve been a central con
ccrn. Examples include social classes (l\1arx 1867); societies and communities (Ton
nies 1887); groups formed through mechanical solidarity based on similarity, ver
sus organic solidarity based on complementarity; occupational groups (Durkheim 
1893); open and closed groups; interest groups (Weber 1922). From a practice
theoretical tradition, the concept of community of practice focuses on what people 
do together and on the cultural resources they produce in the process. In different 
traditions, the following categories are closely related to mine, but with a different 
focus. 

In soáal íntera(t/onísm. the theory of social wurlds developed by sociologist 
Anselm Strauss and his colleagues (Strauss 1978; Star 1989) deals with social 
configurations created by a shared interest: the world of arts, the world of 
baseball, the world ofbusiness. This theory shares my concerns with perspec
tives, boundaries, and identity, though my emphasis on practice as a source 
of cohesion places learning at the center of the analysis and results in a more 
fine-grained approach. (.\llany social worlds are what 1 wuuld call constel
lations of practices; see Chapter 5.) The tradition of social interactionism 
places its emphasis on social groups and on their interactions in forming so
cieties and places of identities. Membership in social worlds is therefore a 
matter of affiliation and identity a matter of social categories. By contrast, 
theories of practice place the emphasis on what people do and how they giw 
meaning to their actions and tu the world through everyday engagement. 
Membership then is a matter uf participation and learning, and identity in
volves ways of relating to the world. With the notion of practice as a point of 
departure, it becomes necessary to pay attention to mechanisms ofbelonging 
beyond affiliation, and salient social categories are only part of the story. 
In soáal ps)'chology, network theory (Wellman and Berkowitz 1988) also ad
dresses a leve! uf informal structure defined in terms of interpersonal rela
tionships. Communities uf practice could in fact be viewed as nodes of 
"strong ties" in interpersonal networks, but again the emphasis is different. 
What is uf interest for me is not so much the nature of interpersonal relation
ships through which information flows as the nature of what is shared and 
learned and beco mes a so urce of cohesion- that is, the structure and content 
uf practice. 
In organízatíonal research, the perspective of occupational communities is 
contrasted with that of organizational structure as ways of accounting for the 
formation uf identity in practice. While learning is surely a background con
cern, these studies focus primarily on issues of occupational self-control, de
skilling, and career in relation tu cmployment situations (Van .\llaanen and 
Barley 1984 ). 

9. The relation of the subject to the object of its consciousness is an age-old question, 
which has traditionally been framed as a dyadic relation, but which social theory has 
endeavored to situate in a social context. The notion of the individual subject has 
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even been called into question by poststructuralist and feminist attempts to "de
center" the subject - that is, to move away from a self-standing subject as the 
source of agency and meaning. Poststructuralists decenter the person by giving 
primacy to historically constituted forms of discourse or semiotic structures, of 
which the "presence" ofthe individual is an epiphenomenon. Subjectivity is merely 
finding a "position" in such a discourse (Foucault 1966, 1971; Derrida 1972; but 
see Giddens 1979 and Lave et al. 1992 for sorne constructive critiques). Feminists 
decenter the person by proposing more encompassing notions of subjectivity (Gil
ligan 1982) and by reframing classical dichotomies such as public vs. prívate life 
and production vs. reproduction (Fraser 1984) or visible vs. invisible work (Dan
iels 1987; Star 1990b). Two interesting attempts to bring many of these views to
gether are Henriques et al. (1984) and Benhabib (1992). 

10. Any attempt to de al with the social world must confront issues of power (Giddens 
1984 ). M y attempt to develop a concept of power centered on the notion of iden
tity (Chapter 9) does not directly address the concerns of traditional theories of 
institutionalized power in economic and political terms- for example, pri,·ate own
ership and class relations (Marx 1867), institutional rationalization (Weber 1922; 
Lukács 1922; La tour 1986 ), state apparatus with legitimation of authority and use 
of force (Parsons 1962; Althusser 1984; Giddens 1995). My own conception is 
more in line with theories that consider power relations in the symbolic realm: ide
ology and hegemony (Gramsci 1957); symbolic or cultural capital (Bourdieu 1972, 
1979); pervasive forms of discipline sustained by discourses that define knowledge 
and truth (Foucault 1971, 1980). Of course, the dilferent forms of power in a so
ciety interact, sometimes reinforcing each other and sometimes creating spaces of 
resistan ce. 

11. The social constitution of meaning has be en addressed from a variety of perspec
tives (Lévi-Strauss 1958; Berger and Luckman 1966; Bourdieu 1972; Lave 1988; 
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992; Gee 1992; Weick 1995). There is also a sub
stantial literature of resistance in anthropology that studies the strategies people 
use to produce their own meanings under conditions of oppression, especially un
der colonialism (Comarolf 1985; Ong 1987). A parallelline of work addresses sim
ilar issues under various institutional arrangements in capitalist societies - on the 
street (Whyte 1943; Hebdige 1979; De Certeau 1984), at work (Hochschild 1983; 
Van Maanen 1991; Orr 1996 ), and in schools (Willis 1977; Eckert 1989; Mendoza
Denton 1997). 

12. All names used in m y discussion of the claims processing center are pseudonyms. 
A more detailed ethnographic description and analysis of this setting can be found 
in Wenger ( 1990). M y fieldwork !asted about one year. 1 started by attending train
ing classes, including exams for new recruits and a mock job interview. 1 then fol
lowed my classmates "on the floor," and joined a processing unit as an observer
participant. 1 processed claims at m y own desk and participated in the conversations 
and social events of the unit. In addition to thís direct involvement, 1 interviewed 
a number of trainees and claims processors, sorne individually and sorne in small 
groups. Whenever possible, I tried to receive all my information from the same 
channels as the trainees and processors with whom 1 was working. Though I tried 
to have as authentic an experience as possible, I never hid my identity: it was al
ways known to everyone involved that 1 was a researcher. 
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The center employed about 200 people, grouped in units of 15 to 25. Claims 
were submitted by mail. They were received by the clerical department, sorted, 
and sent down to the processing units to be processed. The claims processors never 
actually sent benefits to the customers. As they processed a claim, they entered all 
the information into a computer system. This information was then dispatched to 
a centralized location, from where checks were sent to customers or sen·ice provid
ers. Alinsu's claims processors were not expected to question medica! issues. The 
purpose of processing claims was not to reach a settlement, as in the more complex 
case of casualt}· insurance (tire and auto). Rather, the purpose was to assess reason
ahleness of the medica! charges, verify coverage by the patient 's plan, and calcula te 
benefits - as quickly as possible. 

l\1odern American practices of medica! claims processing are the result of the 
specific history of health insurance in the United S tates. Their origins go back to 
the nineteenth century, when, in the wake of the transformation of the household 
economy into an economy based on wage labor, sorne European states initiated var
ious social insurance programs in response tu labor unrest and in order to court the 
allegiance uf the working class. Yet, the United S tates took a different path that led 
tu a largely privatized system. Commercial health insurance was attempted (unsuc
cessfully at first) as early as the middle of the nineteenth century. A number of fra
ternal societies and unions had also been offering sorne forms of coverage. lt was 
not un ti! the heginning of the twentieth century that the debate about how the na
tion should address the problem ofhealth insurance became a significant public is
sue, hut this debate never led to a national system of the kind adopted by sorne 
European countries. Commercial health insurance started to take shape in the 
1930s when the success of the early Blue Cross experiments convinced commer
cial carriers tu offer limited forms uf medica! coverage. From these early days, 
health insurance developed into a large industry, which- at the time of m y study
had grown tu pro\Íde extensive coverage, the bulk uf it through employer-paid 
group plans uf the type administrated by Alinsu. For an accessible account of the 
history of the medica! insurance industry, see the book by sociologist Paul Starr 
( 1982) on the social transformation of American medicine. 

Vignette 11 

l. A government medica! insurance plan for the elderly in the United States. 

Coda O 

l. This is the distinction between "cultural" and "procedural" transparency 1 made 
earlier (Wenger 1990). 

lntro 1 

l. See the end of Chapter 1 for further discussion of the contrast between the tacit 
and the explicit. 

2. In fact, in his studies of professional practices, Donald Schiin ( 1983) argues that a 
central characteristic of these practices is what he calls re/fection-in-action. 
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Chapter 1 

l. In this regard, this perspective is distínct from, although not incompatible with, 
neurological and cognitive approaches that focus on the mechanics underlying the 
human experience (Edelman 1993; Clancey 1997). For the same reasons, it is also 
distinct from the field known as "distributed cognition," which tends again to focus 
on the mechanics of group performance (Hutchins 1995). 

2. By "world" 1 mean the context which is not itself our experience but within which 
wc live and with respect to which our experience is achieved. When 1 want to em
phasize the collective character of our e:xperience, the world is defined in contrast to 
human beings, but when I refer to specific experiences or events, the world includes 
other people not directly involved. In this sen se, the negotiation of meaning is a char
acterization ofwhat philosopher Martín Heidegger describes as being-in-the-world 
(Heidegger 1927; Dreyfus 1991 ). However, m y notion is dilferent in that it is a fun
damentally active, productive process. For that reason, it does not assume an ab
straer notion ofbeíng as its point of departure; on the contrary, it produces our being 
as an experience by making our living in the world meaningful. 

3. 1 would argue that our actions do not achieve their meanings in and of themselves, 
but rather in the context of a broader process of negotiation. By starting with prac
tice as a context for the negotiation of meaning, I do not assume that activities carry 
their own meanings. This is one reason that 1 will not take discrete activities, or even 
systems of activities, as a fundamental unit of analysis. In this regard, theories based 
on practice ha,·e a dilferent ontological foundation than activity theory (Leont'ev 
1981; Wertsch 1985). 

-+. E ven an activity that may seem to be purely interpretive- 1ike reading a book- is a 
process of negotiation of meaning in this sen se: it in vol ves constructing a situation, 
including imaginary dimensions, in which the reading makes sense. From this stand
point, there is no fundamental dilference between an interpretive activity (like read
ing) and action in the world (like problem solving). 

5. This distinction dilferentiates my approach from functional, cybernetic, or system
theoretical accounts, which might very well grant the status of participant \·ery 
widcly in order to see al! actions as part of one total system in which the "actants" 
(to use Bruno Latour's term) can be either artifacts or people. The appeal ofsuch a 
view is that the blurring alfords a unified account of how the social world functions 
as a system. lndeed, mechanical artifacts can be made to have direct elfects on the 
\\orld, and in many cases artifacts can be designed to fulfill many of the same func
tions as human beings, without much practica! dilference in the final outcome. As 
long as you are made aware of a fire, so what if it is a smoke alarm that warns you; 
as long as you get your paycheck, so what ifthe process that puts the money in your 
bank account is a chain of actions in which more than half of the links are artifacts. 
From a functional perspective con cerned with specific outcomes, the exact mix of re
ification and participation in a system may not be a crucial consideration - as long, 
of course, as the system functions properly, that is, as long as there is no need to re
negotiate its design. My purpose is dilferent. 1 am interested in meaning and in 
learning, not just in descriptions of functioning systems. Therefore, the mutual abil
ity to negotiate meaning and to recognize an experience of meaning in each other 
makes a dilference among "actants." 
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6. The concept of reification has be en used in a variety of ways in social theory. Gid
dens (1984) distinguishes between three uses as follows. 

1) The attribution of personified characteristics to objects and social relations, 
as m amm1sm. 

2) The process by which societies endow social phenomena with thinglike prop
erties. This usage goes back to the work ofKarl Marx, who theorized that the 
exchange val u e of commodities gives an objectified embodiment to social re
lations of labor (2\1arx 186 7). (The use of the term "reification" in this sen se 
was rendered systematic in the work of philosopher Georg Lukács 1922) . 

.\1ore generally, for Giddens ( 1979), reification in this sen se characterizes the 
process by which social phenomena appear factual in ways that hide their so
cial production and reproduction. 

3) The ways in which social theorists treat their own concepts as though they 
were objects in the world . 

.\1 y own use of the ter m does not fall in any of these categories. It is closest to the 
second, though it is more general and taken not to be an exceptional illusion but 
rather to be fundamental to the very possibility of human meaning. (Of course, 1 
cannot help acknowledging with a chuckle that in this book I am often guilty of the 
third usage.) 

7. Thanks to Maryalice Jordan-Mash for suggesting this example. 
8. In fact, dealing with reification that we have not initiated is typical of life in the 

modern world. The proliferation of institutional systems of reification is central to 
what Giddens ( 1990, 1991) describes as the "extreme reflexivity of late modern
ity." lt is typified by the information-processing functions performed by such ser
vice organizations as Alinsu. 

9. Thanks to Estee Solomon-Gray, who contributed to the initial conception of this 
diagram. 

10. This is an example discussed by philosopher Michael Polanyi (1983), who has 
made the contrast between explicit and tacit knowledge a central theme of his work 
and with whom the contrast is mostly associated. But the distinction has appeared 
under other names, including propositional vs. nonpropositional knowledge (John
son 1987), declarative vs. procedural knowledge (J. R. Anderson 1983), and know
how vs. know-that (Dewey 1922). Se e Coda 1 for a continuation of this discussion 
in terms of boundaries between practices. 

Chapter 2 

l. In this sense, it is related to the idea of a node of "strong ties" in network theory, 
but with a focus on the practice that is created in the process rather than on the net
work of relations and the flow of information (Wellman and Berkowitz 1988). 

2. Although it would technically be possible for them to work at home, finding new 
forms of mutual engagement would present a serious organizational challenge. 

3. In this sense, the bond of a community of practice is much more complex than 
what Emite Durkheim calls "mechanical solidarity," which is based on similarity 
and which, in the evolutionary spirit of his time, he associates with less "evolved" 
forms of community (Durkheim 1893). 
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4. In defining "community," Raymond Williams ( 1976) argues that it is the one term 
in social discourse that is consistently used with positive connotations. 

5. In fact, in his classical studies of social cohesion, Emile Durkheim takes the very 
concept of crime as evidence of moral solidarity (Durkheim 1893). 

6. In his study of flute making, philosopher Scott Cook describes how professional 
flute makers negotiate the quality of a piece as it passes from hand to hand, making 
judgments that combine technical and aesthetic criteria. He argues that the devel
opment of this shared accountability in their practice is what allows those firms 
to produce flutes that are consistently the best in the world (Cook 1982; Cook and 
Yanow 1993). 

7. Anthropologist David Moore ( 1994) argues that the accountability inherent in 
practice implies an ability to give an account of what one does. But that would 
place too much emphasis on the reified. There is also a participative aspect to ac
countability by which the judgment of whether an action con tributes to an enter
prise does not involve an explicit account of why that is so. 

8. A communal regime of accountability can be multilayered, even as it is shared 
in its full complexity. In his study of corporate management practices, sociologist 
Robert Jackall ( 1988) makes a point of showing how a standard of rationality is 
upheld as a discourse within a practice of expediency and competitiveness. The 
point is not that rationality is a ruse, but that invoking such standards while being 
expedient reflects the complex "moral mazes" that managers have to negotiate. In 
this context, expediency and interna! competition are part of the enterprise and, 
at the same time, something that it is part of the enterprise to den y. Again, shar
ing a regime of accountability is not tantamount to peaceful collaboration. 

9. Scott Cook and John Seely Brown use the word genre in this context to refer to 
anything that is both collective and tacit (Cook and Brown 1996 ). For myself, here, 
1 stick to the common usage of referring to a class of artifacts or actions similar 
in style and form. 

10. The notion of repertoire typically refers to performances rather than artifacts, but 
the distinction is not particularly relevant for the negotiation of meaning. The 
achievement of meaning is always a performance, and a repertoire thus construed 
certainly includes props. 

11. In many versions ofactivity theory (Wertsch 1981, 1985) and critica! psychology 
(Garner 1986; Holzkamp 1983, 1987), there is a basic distinction between tools 
and symbols. The argument is that a too! has a more direct relation to its use than 
a symbol, because the former's meaning derives from its shape and the latter's 
from convention. From this perspective, the physical sound of a word, for instance, 
has a more or less arbitrary relation to its meaning, whereas the shape of a too! has 
a nonarbitrary relation to its possible use(s). (Vygotsky 1934 even argues that a dis
tinctive characteristic of symbols is that they are reversible and so can become in
struments of self-control for the u ser.) Yet tools can be u sed for purposes other 
than those in tended by the designers. A hammer can be a good paper weight. More
over, tools (e.g., a powerful computer on one's desk) can also possess symbolic 
value beyond their instrumental purpose. More generally, the distinction between 
too! and symbol is not fundamental for my purpose here, because both are given 
meaning through the same process of negotiation in specific circumstances and 
within the context of specific practices. Both present a mix of history and ambi
guity, of participation and reification. 



Notes for pp. 84-97 289 

12. The notion of shared discourse, for instance, is very different from that of belief 
or presupposition (Turner 1994) or "mental model" (Senge 1990). A discourse re
flects an enterprise and the perspective of a community of practice, but it is neither 
a set belief nor a model of the world that individuals ha ve in their heads. A dis
course is a social, interactive resource for constructing statements about the world 
and coordinating engagement in practice. Here 1 use the notion of discourse very 
much in the sen se defined by Michel F oucault (1971) and adopted by James Gee 
( 1992) as a characterization of practice. However, as 1 will insist la ter, 1 do not 
equate discourse and practice. 

Chapter 3 

l. In her study of life stories, Charlotte Linde ( 199 3) shows the length to which peo
ple will go to supply coherence to their life trajectory by reinterpreting past events 
within the continuity of a narra ti ve of identity. At the same time, she documents 
the large extent to which the construction of this coherent narrative is an inter
active social process, as people negotiate the coherence of their life in the very tell
ing of their story. 

2. The philosopher Stephen Turner (1994) proposes that individual habituation is a 
better concept than practice as a foundation for a social theory, beca use habituation 
can be located and thus taken to be causal with respect to human actions. 1 suspect 
that he is interested in a mechanistic explanation and is thus talking about a differ
ent enterprise. There is little doubt that habits play a central role in the learning 
that gives rise to practices. Yet this observation is either obvious but at the wrong 
leve! of explanation, or at the right leve! but uninformative: the leve! at which the 
concept of practice does sorne interesting work, 1 ha ve claimed, is the negotiation 
ofmeaning. 

3. In this regard, it is not justan instantiation of an underlying structure. Pi erre Bour
dieu ( 1972, 1980), for instance, argues that practices are generated from an under
lying structure, which he calls the habitus. In my argument, the habitus would be 
an emerging property of interacting practices rather than their generative infra
structure, with an existence unto itself. This position is closer to Giddens's notion 
of structuration (Giddens 1984; see note 4 of the Introduction), but with practices 
as specific contexts for the knowledgeability of actors. 

4. In this sense, practice could be said to exhibit "chaotic" characteristics (Goerner 
1994 ). But as 1 will argue shortly, there are limits to the relevance of physical anal
ogies because people do not merely react to events locally. Rather, they interpret 
these events in terms of their understanding of history, their picture of the world, 
and their identity. 

'· Fish ( 1989) argues that continuity in practice arises beca use not everything changes 
at once. This is a good point, but not quite sufficient as an explanation. Continuity 
is not an entirely passive process; it is also a matter of constructing identities. 

6. Students of self-organizing systems ha ve noted the genera ti ve nature of the "edge 
of chaos" (Kauffman 1993; Wheatley 1995). The ability to include both structure 
and dynamism, to walk the line between chaos and order, is a characteristic that 
makes communities of practice a likely locus of creativity. In this sense, a com
munity of practice has the characteristics of what organizational theorist Dee Hock 
( 199 5) ca lis a "chaordic" organization. 

-
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7. These are two assumptions that 1 have often met in various forms in my conversa
tions with people, especially those who deal with practices other than their own be
cause of management responsibilities or for theorizing purposes. lnherent resis
tance to change, for instance, is a common assumption in rhe business literature on 
organizational transformation. 1 would submit thar communities of practice are 
more resistant tu views of their evolution that are not based on a deep understanding 
of their practice than to change per se. 

8. See Lave and Wenger (1991). 
9. This is a subtle point. Stephen Turner, for insrance, assumes that practice is a tacit 

object to be transmitted, and goes on to argue that rhe impossibiliry of transmission 
of such an objecr invalidares the concept of practice (Turner 1994 ). In m y definirion 
of practice, it is not necessary to account for the reproduction of practice with a sep
arare mechanism, such as rransmission, imitation, or even internalization (Vygotsky 
1934; Parsons 1962; Bandura 1977). There is not a separare process for the trans
mission of practice. Beca use pracrice is from the starr a social process of negotiation 
and renegotiarion, what makes the transition between generations possible is already 
in rhe very nature of pracrice. From this perspective, generational encounters are 
never simply continuity and never simply discontinuity, but always an interplay of 
both. :"--either are such encounters the mere rransmission of a heritage, nora mere 
replacement of the old by the new. Rather, they are always the reconstitution of a 
communiry of practice around a discontinuity. 

Chapter 4 

l. In using rhe term "boundary" 1 do not subscribe to the contemporary notion that 
boundaries are harmful and must be avoided. On the contrary, 1 will argue that 
boundaries are at once una\·oidable, necessary, and useful, even though there may 
be specific cases when they need to be crossed, rearranged, or even dissolved al
together. (See Chapter 11 for further discussion of this issue in the context of 
organiza tions.) 

2. Se e Star ( 1989) or Star and Griesemer ( 1989). 
3. Bruno La tour sees such traveling by standardized reifications- representational de

vices he calls "immutable mobiles" - as designed and destined for "centers of cal
culation" where they are garhered, combined, and rearranged into patterns rhar af
ford new perspectives on the world, and thus new forms of power (La tour 1986 ). 
The power of codification goes beyond mere claims processing, for instance; once 
medica! diagnoses and procedures are translated into codes, they can be combined 
rhrough statistical methods to generare new information about diseases and treat
ments. (For a discussion of the codification of medica! informarion, see Bowker and 
Star 1995.) 

4. This perspective is fundamental to the approach known as "participatory design," as 
exemplified by rhe too! perspective of computer scienrist Pelle Ehn ( 1988). 

5. She observed interesting dynamics in the process ofbrokering among school kids. lt 
is often rhose at rhe periphery of a group who can introduce outside elemenrs ( e.g., 
new style of m u sic or clothing), sin ce the leaders are too committed to what airead y 
holds the group together (Eckert, personal communication). 

6. This was gleaned from personal conversations wirh Robin Karol of the DuPont 
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Corporation, which by Yirtue of its business in potentially dangerous chemicals has 
an extensive and pervasive safety program. 

7. T .eigh Star notes that many technical design projects succeed beca use of people she 
calls "tall thin people" whu can follow the design across levels of successive delega
tion, from conception tu implementation (Star 1990a). 

8. Bruno Latour uses the term "mobilization" to describe the social processes by 
which scientific facts and theories become established in scientific circles. In this 
context, the translation uf perspectives is not so much focused on brokering learning 
as it is on attempts to create broad alliances and mobilize allegiance to a fact or a 
theory (La tour 1986 ). 

Chapter 5 

l. In this respect, the concept of practice is different from that of culture, a concept that 
has long concerned anthropologists and social theorists- and, more recently, organi
zational theorists (Ortner 1984; Martín 1992). Practice is much more enterprise
specific and thus community-specific than is culture. If the scope uf a community 
is too wide for mutual engagement in the pursuit of a joint enterprise, then all that 
is left is the repertoire. Culture then would be a composite repertoire created by 
the interaction, borrowing, imposing, and brokering among its constituent commu
nities of practice in the context of what I will describe in Part 11 as an economy 
uf rneaning. 

2. This geography of practice is what Anselrn Strauss (1978) was trying to capture 
with his notion of"social wurld." Multiple practices belong to the same social world, 
and that crea tes special relations arnong thern. What the notion of constellations of 
interlocking cornrnunities of practice brings into the picture is the structuring char
acter of learning Yiewed as an engine of practice developrnent. 

3. This idea goes back to the concerns expressed by European social theorists regard
ing industrialization in the nineteenth century, most notably in the work ofthe Ger
rnan Ferdinand Tiinnies and the French Ernile Durkheim. Tiinnies (1887) talked ex
plicitly about a transition from cornrnunity (Gemelnschafi) to society (Gesellschafi) 
and viewed that transition as threatening social decay. Although Durkheirn (1893) 
did not Yiew the rnove frorn "rnechanical solidarity" to "organic solidarity" as a 
forrn of social disintegration, he did assurne that one was progressively replacing the 
other. E ven in the more recent interest in "communitarianisrn" there is an assump
tion that globalization inevitably irnplies a loss of comrnunity (Etzioni 1993). 

4. Sorne authors have indeed adopted the position that local tradition is all that can be 
trusted (e.g., Oakeshott 1933; Lyotard 1984, quoted in Eagleton 1990). These au
thors share sorne of the intuitions 1 arn trying tu articulate in this book, but they 
arrive at different conclusions. As will becorne clearer in Part 11, 1 place the locality 
of cornrnunities of practice within broader structures without assuming that the glo
bal or the local is better than the other or that history is a rnovernent from one to 
the other. What is needed is not a choice between the two but rather a geographical 
approach to social theory- one that does justice to what David Harvey ( 1989) ca lis 
the "tirne/space cornpression" of rnodernity and to what Michel Foucault (1975) 
sees as the widening institutionalization of technologies of discipline, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, to the ability of social practices to carve new spaces, which 
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Paul Willis ( 1981) views as loci of cultural production and in which Michel De Cer
teau ( 1984) argues that even consumption is a form of production. As poli ti cal phi
losopher Seyla Benhabib ( 1992) argues, the choice between naive absolute univer
salism and radical postmodem parochialism is a false dichotomy, which she resolves 
in terms ofwhat she calls "interactive universalism." This resolution entails a search 
for new kinds of communicative ethics of the sort developed by Jürgen Haber
mas (1984). 

Coda 1 

l. For myself, the question of what a computer knows was part of what led me to the 
inquiry that resulted in this book. 1 wanted to understand how informative com
puter models could be with respect to human knowledge in the context of instruc
tional systems based on artificial intelligence. This quest led meto explore ideas way 
beyond m y original community of practice in artificial intelligence. Such questions 
about computers are not so far-fetched, and computer scientists and philosophers 
do ask them. For instance, the philosopher Hubert Dreyfus has made quite a stir in 
artificial intelligence (Al) circles by asking questions of this kind and building an ar
gument that the Al project was bound to fail (Dreyfus 1972). His argument is differ
ent from mine, based on Heideggerian phenomenology rather than social practice. 
In fact, 1 do not argue that the Al program is bound to fail. M y point is that the phil
osophical questions we ask of it -questions about intelligence, knowledge, and learn
ing - are often not well-defined to start with because we do not place them in the 
context of human practices. 

2. Note here that a contrast between experience and competence is not simply parallel 
to a contrast between individuality and collectivity. An experience of meaning may 
be a joint experience, and competence is manifested by individual members. 

3. Organizational theorists lkujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi (1995) give, as an 
example of transformation between tacit and explicit knowledge, the case of an em
ployee of a manufacturer of bread-making machines who had apprenticed herself to 
a baker in order to understand how good bread was made. She was able to develop 
concepts about kneading dough that were key to the success of the design of a ma
chine. lt is a beautiful analysis, but what it does not highlight is the importance of 
boundary crossing in bringing about a new view of a practice. As another example, 
in her study of the computerization of a paper mili, organizational theorist Shoshana 
Zuboff ( 1984) distinguishes between what she calls "action-oriented" skills and "in
tellective" skills. She defines the latter as the ability to give meaning to symbols out
side the context of direct, action-oriented perception. And indeed the paper mili 
workers, who u sed to dip their hands in the vats to determine the quality of the pa
per mixture, had difficulty interpreting data about the same mixture on a computer 
screen. Again, I agree with most of her analysis, but 1 still think that she tends to 
overgeneralize the classification between types of knowledge, and thus to individu
alize capabilities excessively, because she does not focus enough on issues ofpractice 
boundaries. Like the COB worksheet for the claims processors, the computer sys
tem of the paper mili workers was designed outside their community of practice. 
Their difficulties thus had to do in a crucial way with straddling boundaries and with 
conforming procedurally to a view of their practice that they had not constructed. 
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4. See Cook and Brown (1996) for an argument about the distinction and productive 
interaction between knowledge and knowing. 

S. This observation is common among ethnographers of schooling who venture out
side the classroom (Willis 1977; Eckert 1989; Mendoza-Denton 1997). 

Intro 11 

l. These assumptions are found in various, more or less subtle, forms throughout the 
literature in social theory and political philosophy, as well as in popular culture. They 
are so pervasive that it would take an entire book just to discuss them and argue 
each case. For instance, enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762) 
assumed that humans are born "good" but are then corrupted by society. Assump
tions about the conflict between individual freedom and social constraints can also 
be found in early writing in social interactionism (Fisher and Strauss 1978). The 
reverse assumption underlies functionalist theories that conceive of the social in 
terms of norms to be internalized by individuals as constraints on their behavior, 
which would otherwise presumably be wild and dangerous (Parsons 1962). More 
recently, various forms of these assumptions are reflected in the debate between 
classical liberals (and libertarians) and communitarians, who build their respective 
political agendas around a polarization of the individual-collective dichotomy (see 
note 15 of Chapter 9). 

Chapter 6 

l. From this perspective, the fact that there is no competition for advancement among 
claims processors- that everybody can advance up to "level 8" without a selective 
mechanism of competition for a restricted number of positions - may well be a cru
cial aspect of the job. It crea tes a collaborative atmosphere in which there is no ad
vantage to hoarding information. 

2. Penelope Eckert has made similar observations among dilferent communities of 
practice in high schools. She distinguishes between the "jocks" who are college
bound and participare in school activities, and the "burnouts" who feel alienated by 
the school. S he notes that the two groups ha ve developed dilferent forms of individ
uality. When she asked a question like "Do you share your problems with your 
friends'" the jocks would reply that you would not want people to know you had a 
problem, whereas the burnouts would say that this is what friends are for. Similarly, 
burnout girls would find it natural to wear each other's clothes, whereas jock girls 
thought it was absurd because everybody would know (Eckert 1989). Many claims 
processors were "burnouts" in school, and there are intriguing parallels between 
school and work with respect to institutional and interpersonal relations (Eckert and 
Wenger 1994). 

3. The internal logic of a trajectory is an important aspect of the construction of an 
identity. In her study of life stories, Charlotte Linde ( 1993) analyzes sorne of the 
"systems of coherence" used by people in creating the internallogic oftheir life nar
rative. Her study suggests that many of these systems of coherence are popular ver
sions of analytical paradigms, such as psychodynamics, socioeconomic factors, etc. 
In his analysis of modernity, Anthony Giddens ( 1991) regards the trajectory of the 
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self asan increasingly reflexive project. By looking at texts about self-help and ther
apy, he shows how concerns with the self are becoming explicit, pervasive, institu
tionalized, and the object oftechniques for self-development. The kind oftrajectory 
I a m talking about here includes these institutional and technical reifications of the 
self, but it is not inherently a reflexive project. Nor is identity through participation 
merely an outdated issue. As mentioned in Chapter 3, even the self-help industry -
in its technical approach to the project of the self- has realized the importan ce of 
sustained support groups for transformations of identity that are durable and real
ized in practice. 

4. This notion of temporality is el ose to the Heideggerian notion, but it does not take 
mortality as its background. Rather, it is defined in much closer relations of mutual 
engagement with others who are at different moments of their own trajectory. In 
fact, mortality itself is something we can only beco me aware of through the death of 
others. Of course, unlike Heidegger, 1 am trying neither to address an existential is
sue nor to place a value judgment on our involvement with the social world as "au
thentic" being or as a "falling" of our being (Dreyfus 1991 ). 

5. A set of paradigmatic trajectories is different from a specific role model, or from 
the notion of the "generalized other" used by social theorist George Herbert Mead 
( 1934 ). lndeed, it invohes a community of mutual re1ations of engagement, and is 
therefore less specific than a role model but more specific than a generalized other. 

6. The point is not, for instance, that continuity is more desirable than discontinuity 
for the evolution of a practice. Parents who project themselves onto their children 
and view them merely as a continuation of themselves do not serve their children 
well. Both continuity and discontinuity ha ve a role to play in the definition of iden
tities across generations and are fundamental to processes of social reproduction 
(Lave and Wenger 1991). 

7. In fact, the inability to bring together various parts of our identities is considered 
pathological. 

Chapter 8 

l. The concept of power has been the topic of much interest and debate in social 
theory. Entering these controversies is beyond the scope of this book. For an ex
plicit discussion of the concept of power in social theory, see Giddens (1984; 1995, 
Chap. 6). 

2. Historian Benedict Anderson (1983) argues that the rise ofthe newspaper was in
strumental in creating the possibility of the modern nation beca use it enabled read
ers to see themselves as part of "imagined communities." In fact, 1 was inspired to 
think about imagination as a so urce of community by his use of the term "imagined 
community" to account for the origins and spread of nationalism. Anderson argues 
that nations are best understood as imagined communities. Central to his historical 
account of the birth of these communities is the combination of the invention of 
print and the rise of capitalism: as printers looked for new markets, they created the 
production and distribution systems that delivered printed material across vast ar
eas. This wide distribution of common reading material became fodder for imagina
tion, created new connections among people, and gave rise to new possibilities for 
developing communities based on imagination. 

3. See B. Anderson (1983). 
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4. The success uf sorne organizations in supporting personal transformations can be 
understood in terms of processes of community formation. For instance, the effec
tiYeness of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) in promoting the discipline of sobriety can 
be analyzed in terms uf engagement, imagination, and alignment work that link 
learning, practice, identity, and communit:y. ='iewcomers spend weeks and months 
of regular meetings with a local community, rehearsing their life stories under el ose 
coaching by old-timers, with the explicit goal of understanding themselves as alco
holics. The purpose of this process is not just to introduce them to a local practice, 
but to bolster their imagination so they may conceive of their situation as fitting into 
the characteristics of a broader community. Bclonging to a widespread community 
of recoyering alcoholics is expected to giYe them the courage to align themselves 
with the organization and tu apply its strict regimen of abstention to themselves. 
From this perspective, only membership in a community with a strong combination 
uf engagement, imagination, and alignment work can sustain the delicate process of 
staying sober for years. Se e Cain (n.d.) and LaYe and Wenger (1991 ). 

Chapter 9 

l. Analyzing this system is beyond the scope of this book. Relevant topics of analysis 
indude: the development of the insurance industry (Starr 1982); automation and 
the deskilling controversy (Braverman 1974; Barley 1988; and, more specifically in 
the insurance industry, Attewell 1987); the "pink collar" work force (Kanter 1977; 
Yalli 1985); power as the technology ofdiscipline (Foucault 1975; Zuboff 1984). 

2. ='lote that identification is not merely internalization (Vygotsky 1934; Parsons 
1962). E Yen though identification suggests that we "take in" the world and make it 
part of our self, this relation remains neither fully internalized nor simply externa! 
but instead assumes the ongoing construction of an identity in a social context. 

3. lt is worth comparing the notion of identification with related notions such as soli
darity (Durkheim 1893) or commitments (Farley 1986). Solidarity is a functional 
necessity of groups Yiewed as collections of individuals. lt is a source of cohesion 
that reflects a moral choice. Similarly, the commitments that come with participa
tion in communities are moral imperatiYes. Both solidarity and commitments are as
pects of sociallife that make communities cuhere. They may be critica! to the suc
cess of a community or desirable for promoting harmonious relationships. But 
identification is a more fundamental process, one which reflects the mutual constitu
tion of participants and social groups and out of which solidarity or commitments 
may arise. Identification is not a functional requirement of groups that demands a 
moral stand on the part of indiYiduals. Rather, it is constitutive of our very self It is 
not something we do or do not do out of a desire to make our social configurations 
cohere; it is essential to our Yery being. 

4. Indeed, geographer DaYid HarYey argues that modernity is characterized by a pro
cess of time and space compression that enables the development of new social rela
tions and cultural forces (HarYey 1989). 

5. On-line communities offer new yenues for grass-roots connections (Rheingold 
1993), as well as new fields for commercial ,·entures (Armstrong and Hagel 1996). 

6. Giddens ( 1990, 1995) argues that the social sciences are part of what he calls the 
refle.rinl)' uf modernity. In this sense they are different from the natural sciences, 
because thcir products are integrated into their very subject of study. 
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7. Many social theorists use economic metaphors to talk about social relations beyond 
the production of marketable commodities. Pierre Bourdieu, for instance, talks 
about "symbolic capital" to describe the power that position, class, education and 
the resulting style and demeanor confer on a person (Bourdieu 1972, 1979). In gen
eral, however, Bourdieu is concerned with the power of elites on a large scale and 
not so much with localized distributions of power. 

8. The distinction between sharing ownership of meaning and sharing meaning itself 
is importan t. Note that I have refrained from using the term "sharing" with respect 
to meaning. The reason is that I think the question of whether meaning is shared 
is neither decidable nor very interesting in practice. In fact, I would say that it is the 
wrong kind of question to start with, beca use it depends on a definition of sameness 
which is itselfundecidable in the abstract. What can be shared is practice and own
ership of meaning, that is, the ability to negotiate meaning in given circumstances. 

9. In this regard, an economy of meaning m ay be somewhat different from an econ
omy of goods, though the ownership of many goods also can be shared and col
laborative. 

10. This is how Stanley Fish defines interpretive authority with respect to literary and 
legal texts. The authority of an interpretation of such text does not derive from 
agreeing with the author's, but from having currency with respect to the practices 
of what he calls an interpretive community (Fish 1989). Ownership of meaning is 
thus a communal process that gives authority to sorne interpretations. The cur
rency of these interpretations will change as the economy of meaning formed by 
this and other interpretive communities brings about new contenders. 

11. In fact, organizational theorists Wilfred Drath and Charles Palus ( 1994) propose to 
construe leadership as such a process of producing meanings that can be adopted 
by a community ofpractice. They contrast this new "participative" definition with 
more traditional views of leadership as influence or domination. A leader, then, is 
not so much someone who can manipula te people's motivations or control their be
havior as someone who can expand the potential of negotiability for other partici
pants in a community of practice. 

12. The use of anthropologist Gregory Bateson's specialized term double bind is a bit 
far-fetched in this very general context (Bateson 1968), but there is an important 
similarity. Indeed, the kind of identity-based theory of power that I propose views 
power not just as the use of force, but as the creation of an inescapable tension be
tween what is shared and what is contested. 

13. This view is reminiscent of Michel Foucault's view of power and institutional dis
cipline as pervading human interactions (Foucault 1975). But I would say that what 
his theory misses is a notion of identity and identification to explain why the power 
of institutional discourses works in the first place. Without such a notion, power 
seems to be just an intrinsic feature of discourse itself 

14. Penelope Eckert has studied the economies of meaning that preadolescents con
struct around "being cool" and what she calls "the developmental imperative." 
The idea is that being more grown-up is a cool thing. As a result, members of pre
adolescent communities of practice gain popu1arity, and power, by introducing 
adolescent behaviors into their cohort. But interest in owning the definition of cool
ness is not limited to adolescent communities of practice; it is also appropriated by 
commercial enterprises that view these communities as their market (Eckert, forth
coming). 
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15. This clarification is important in light of the current debates between communitar
ians and classicalliberals (Benhabib 1992; Etzioni 1993; Holmes 1993). My use of 
the concept of community is neither a nostalgia for the past nor the basis for a 
political agenda that is simplistically community-based. As argued by political sci
entist Stephen Holmes (1993), the social constitution of the individual is so fun
damental that it cannot in itself differentiate between political systems. Beca use be
longing and power go together, the political notion of individual rights is a critica! 
construction as a protection against arbitrary exercise of power. In fact, to the ex
tent that sharing ownership ofmeaning (e.g., distributing power and negotiability) 
generares community, there is less contradiction between classical liberals and 
communitarians than their polarized debates would suggest. 

Coda II 

l. 1 must again insist that viewing communities of practice as privileged places of 
learning does not imply that belonging to one is an unqualified boon. Membership 
is not necessarily a positive, elevating, or empowering process. The word "learn
ing" has positive connotations; it is easier to say that a neighbor is successfully 
learning to be a physician than to say that a cousin is successfully learning a life of 
crime on the street. Successful membership in a community of practice implies 
learning, but whether it is good or bad is a different issue. 

2. This kind of reflective practice is what educator Donald Schon ( 1983) se es as the 
main characteristic of professional creativity. 

3. See for instan ce Darrouzet et al. ( 1995). 

Synopsis 

l. The use ofthe term "colonization" in this sense is dueto Anthony Giddens (1990, 
1991 ), who views modemity as characterized by an obsession with, and an opti
mism for, what he calls "the colonization of the future." This attempt at human 
control over both the natural environment and the social world is made systematic 
by three pernsive processes: 

1) rlsk assessment - an awareness and calculation of risk, which enables an inter
pretation of the future as manipulable through choices and actions 

2) reftexlt·it¡' - the collection of information about our own situation and the 
institutionalization of this knowledge into organized systems of expertise and 
forms of action 

3) hlstoricit)' - the use of history as a basis from which to influence the future 
and the making of further history. 

Under this definition, the concept of modernity could be construed as referring to 
"design societies," where devising systematic ways to control our environment has 
become a generalized concem. In this respect, my discussion of design with regard 
to learning and practice will highlight sorne limits of design as a modernist project 
of colonization and thus temper the project with sorne cautionary notes of a some
what postmodernist sort, but without the radical pessimism typical of sorne forms 
of postmodernism. 
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2. The concept of affordance as u sed he re is discussed in Cook and Brown ( 1996 ). The 
rerm "affordance" comes from ecological psychology, where ir refers to the relation 
of an organism to its environment (Gibson 1979). The combination of the paws of 
a squirrel and of a tree afford climbing. Similarly, our legs and a staircase afford 
climbing; we may also be able to climb a steep incline, but with much more diffi
culty. Designing in practice is providing certain affordances for the negotiation of 
meaning. 

Chapter 10 

l. For examples of translations of neurological theories into learning design principies 
that are actually quite compatible with m y conclusions, se e the work of Renata and 
Geoffrey Caine (1994) and Robert Sylwester (1995). 

2. Thanks to George Por for suggesting this exercise. 

Chapter 11 

l. If, as organizational theurists C. K. Prahalad and Gary Hamel ( 1990) suggest, an 
organization is defined in rerms uf its "cure comperencies," then the constellations 
uf communities of practice that embudy rhese competencies are what gives an orga
nization its identiry in terms of what ir knows how to do as an organizarion (Snyder 
1996). 

2. In facr, cummuniry-developmenr consultanrs Juanira Bruwn and David Isaacs 
(1995) claim rhat "celebraring cummuniry" is crucial for sustaining rhe cummir
ments rhar build cummuniries. 

3. This is rhe aspecr caprured in nerwork theory by rhe nution of "srrong ti es" (Well
man and Berkuwirz 1988). A communiry uf practice, huwever, is more rhan jusr a 
nude of inrerpersonal ries; ir reflecrs a shared history around which rhese ries are 
organized. 

4. 'Jote rhat rhis issue is made more acure by the move away from very stable forms of 
empluyment. If an organizarion cannor guaranree srable employmenr, ir musr creare 
allegiance by guaranreeing learning as a parh ro employability. In rhis contexr, mem
bership in sorne dynamic communiries uf pracrice of significance roan employee's 
professional rrajecrory may become one of the most importanr factors in making a 
job attracrive. See Warerman et aL (1994). 

5. For a discussion of various rypes of urganizational boundaries in psychological 
rerms, see Hirschhorn and Gilmore (1992). 

6. The concept of negotiation used here should not be construed exdusively in terms 
of organizational machinations. Of course, learning in organizarions is inevitably im
plica red in organizational politics (Argyris and Schiin 1978; Senge 1990). But rhe 
significance of understanding organizational learning in terms of negotiation runs 
deeper than just the political climate. We fail to say what we mean not just because 
we intend to deceive, hide, ur manipulare (though often enough we do indeed) and 
nor just because we fear, mistrusr or despise (though often enough we may well). 
Hut more fundamentally, we fail to say what we mean because what we mean musr 
be negotiated - it is a social process, not just a statement. This is why learning in 
organizarions depends so crucially on opportunities for the negotiation of meaning. 
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Chapter 12 

l. Brown and Duguid (1996) use the evocative phrase "stolen knowledge" to refer to 
all the knowledge that learners glean from teachers beyond or in spite of their ped

agogical intentions. 
2. Se e Eckert (1989) and Willis ( 1977) for analyses of these complex relations between 

schoollearning and identity formation. 
3. This choice is in sharp contrast with the lives of professionals and scientists for 

whom intellectual engagement and participation in social communities are synony
mous (Eckert, Goldman, and Wenger 1 997). 

4. See Eckert and Wenger ( 1994) for an extended version of this argument. 
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