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Legitimate Peripheral Participation

Learning viewed as situated activity has as its central defining
characteristic a process that we call legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation. By this we mean to draw attention to the point that
learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners
and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcom-
ers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural prac-
tices of a community. ‘‘Legitimate peripheral participation’’
provides a way to speak about the relations between newcom-
ers and old-timers, and about activities, identities, artifacts,
and communities of knowledge and practice. It concerns the
process by which newcomers become part of a community of
practice. A person’s intentions to learn are engaged and the
meaning of learning is configured through the process of be-
coming a full participant in a sociocultural practice. This so-
cial process includes, indeed it subsumes, the leaming of
knowledgeable skills.

In order to explain our interest in the concept of legitimate
peripheral participation, we will try to convey a sense of the
perspectives that it opens and the kinds of questions that it
raises. A good way to start is to outline the history of the
concept as it has become increasingly central to our thinking
about issues of learning. Our initial intention in writing what
has gradually evolved into this book was to rescue the idea of
apprenticeship. In 1988, notions about apprenticeship were
flying around the halls of the Institute for Research on Leamn-
ing, acting as a token of solidarity and as a focus for discus-
sions on the nature of learning. We and our colleagues had
begun to talk about learners as apprentices, about teachers and
computers as masters, and about cognitive apprenticeship, ap-
prenticeship learning, and even life as apprenticeship. It was
evident that no one was certain what the term meant. Further-
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more, it was understood to be a synonym for situated learning,
about which we were equally uncertain. Resort to one did not
clarify the other. Apprenticeship had become yet another pan-
acea for a broad spectrum of learning-research problems, and
it was in danger of becoming meaningless.

Other considerations motivated this work as well. Our own
earlier work on craft apprenticeship in West Africa, on intel-
ligent tutoring systems, and on the cultural transparency of
technology seemed relevant and at the same time insufficient
for the development of an adequate theory of learning, giving
us an urgent sense that we needed such a theory. Indeed, our
central ideas took shape as we came to see that the most inter-
esting features both of apprenticeship and of ‘‘glass-box’’ ap-
proaches to the development and understanding of technology
could be characterized — and analyzed — as legitimate periph-
eral participation in communities of practice.

The notion that learning through apprenticeship was a mat-
ter of legitimate peripheral participation arose first in research
on craft apprenticeship among Vai and Gola tailors in Liberia
(Lave, in preparation). In that context it was simply an obser-
vation about the tailors’ apprentices within an analysis ad-
dressing questions of how apprentices might engage in a com-

mon, structured pattern of learning experiences without being
taught, examined, or reduced to mechanical copiers of every-
day tailoring tasks, and of how they become, with remarkably
few exceptions, skilled and respected master tailors. It was
difficult, however, to separate the historically and culturally
specific circumstances that made Vai and Gola apprenticeship
both effective and benign as a form of education from the cri-
tique of schooling and school practices that this inevitably sug-
gested, or from a more general theory of situated learning.

Legitimate Peripheral Participation

This add i
i t;:;is tpor ct)?:cig'eneral confusion that encouraged us to un-
Ove_r the past two years we have attempted to clarif the
confusion. Two moments in that process were especiall yi
pf)-rtant. To begin with, the uses of “‘apprenticeship’’ iny .
nitive and educational research were largely metaphol:ical f::\(/)eg _
though apprenticeship as an actual educational form cl’earln
h.ad a lon.g and varied train of historically and cultural) s ’
cific realizations. We gradually became convinced cht e
nefedfd to reexamine the relationship between the “apprenticw i
shnp of speculation and historical forms of apprenticeshie-
ThlS led us to insist on the distinction between our theoreticzi
fra.mew.ork for analyzing educationa) forms and specific hj
torical instances of apprenticeship. This in turn led u .
plore learning as **situated learning.*’ e
Second, this conception of sjtuated leaming clearly was m
c.encc?m‘]?assing in intent than conventional notions of “]earnio =
in situ qr “‘leamning by doing’’ for which it was used asng
rough equivalent. But, to articulate this intuition usefull X
ne(?ded a better characterization of “‘situatedness’’ as a);;) o
retical perspective. The attempt to clarify the concept of 'eo-
ated learning led to critical concerns about the theoi: thu_
further revisions that resulted in the move to our prese):lnfr:"eto
that ?eammg Is an integral and inseparable aspect of soéi:;
pracFlce. We have tried to Capture this new view under th
rubrl_c of legitimate peripheral participation, o
Dlscu_ssmg each shift in turn may help to clarify our reason
for f:(?mll?g to characterize learning as legitimate periph T
participation in communities of practice. e
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FROM APPRENTICESHIP TO SITUATED LEARNING

Fashioning a firm distinction between h?stor?cal forms olf z;!p-
prenticeship and situated learning as a hlstop?al-cultura ft e:
ory required that we stop trying to 1_15e empl.rlcal c:lis;:s o Sagf
prenticeship as a lens through which to view al ti)rrfn :
learning. On these grounds we started to reconsild'ler the g:;s
of apprenticeship with which we were most familiar as m i
of effective learning in the context of a brO?der 'theore 1caf
goal. Nevertheless, specific cases of apprenticeship \.vefe o
vital interest in the process of developing ar.ld exemplifying 2
theory of situated learning and we thus.contmued tq use so&c
of these studies as resources in working (')ut- ou‘r 1qea;-.ld
might equally have turned to studies of soc_nahzatnon, c 1 retn
are, after all, quintessentially legitimate peripheral partnc':lpa: s
in adult social worlds. But various forTns of gpprfantl.ces 13
seemed to capture very well our inter.e§t in learpmg in i)ltuate
ways — in the transformative possibilities of bemg_am:1 ecorrtllc-l
ing complex, full cultural—historical participants in the WO f
_ and it would be difficult to think of a more apt range O
i ices for this purpose. _ -
Soci;"zll]lep:ilzttil;ction bethen historical cases of apprentlcesglp
and a theory of situated learning was strer?gthened as we hz;
veloped a more comprehensive view of dlfferel'lt apprc.)act y
to situatedness. Existing confusion over the r.nf.:amng of s:jtufa e
learning and, more generally, situated activity resulte -ron;
differing interpretations of the concept. On some occasnlor}
“‘situated’’ seemed to mean merely that somt? of peoptﬁ S
thoughts and actions were located in space and time. pn o e;
occasions, it seemed to mean that thougpt and action wer
social only in the narrow sense that they involved othe_r peo-
ple, or that they were immediately dependent for meaning on
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the social setting that occasioned them. These types of inter-
pretations, akin to naive views of indexicality, usually took
some activities to be situated and some not.

In the concept of situated activity we were developing,
however, the situatedness of activity appeared to be anything
but a simple empirical attribute of everyday activity or a cor-
rective to conventional pessimism about informal, experience-
based learning. Instead, it took on the proportions of a general
theoretical perspective, the basis of claims about the relational
character of knowledge and learning, about the negotiated
character of meaning, and about the concerned (engaged,
dilemma-driven) nature of learning activity for the people in-
volved. That perspective meant that there is no activity that is
not situated. It implied emphasis on comprehensive under-
standing involving the whole person rather than ‘‘receiving’’
a body of factual knowledge about the world; on activity in
and with the world; and on the view that agent, activity, and
the world mutually constitute each other.

We have discovered that this last conception of situated ac-
tivity and situated learning, which has gradually emerged in
our understanding, frequently generates resistance, for it seems
to carry with it connotations of parochialism, particularity, and
the limitations of a given time and task. This misinterpretation
of situated learming requires comment. (Our own objections to
theorizing in terms of situated learning are somewhat differ-
ent. These will become clearer shortly.) The first point to con-
sider is that even so-called general knowledge only has power
in specific circumstances. Generality is often associated with
abstract representations, with decontextualization. But ab-
stract representations are meaningless unless they can be made
spectfic to the situation at hand. Moreover, the formation or
acquisition of an abstract principle is itself a specific event in
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specific circumstances. Knowing a general ru}e by itself in no

way assures that any generality it. rgay carry 18 eInabI:.ed Sl:ntslle
specific circumstances in which it 18 relev?nt. (;1 t 1tshe ]ive;
any ‘ ‘power of abstraction’’ is thoroughly S}tuate > bxlr; iy
of persons and in the culture that makes it poSSIbic. st
other hand, the world carries its owr% stru.cture so that sp! -~
ity always implies generality (and in this sF:nse ger:erzilesyc .
not to be assimilated to abstractness): That is why shor _
be so powerful in conveying ideas_, often more SO ;( anWled .
ticulation of the idea itself. What 1s ca}}ec_i ge’n’erz;lk n(;)WIed ge
is not privileged with respect to (-);ihe(r:ircll(:;::anges r;\ v/ ft;o(.)
an be gained only in speciiic :
[r;:::l:e brought into play in specific circumsténce;]s. Th:ev egre?(;
erality of any form of knowledge always lies lf‘ the 2(t)ructing
renegotiate the meaning of the past and future in con
the meaning of present circumstances.

FROM SITUATED LEARNING TO LEGITIMATE
PERIPHERAL PARTICIPATION

This brings us to the second shift. in perspec_tiYe that l?;ihzsnz)(i
explore learning as legitimate peripheral panlclpatlor}t. ke
tion of situated learning now appears t.o be a tr:ims1 ory o
cept, a bridge, between a view acc_:ordmg to wlpch cogor:din
processes (and thus learning) are primary and a V{CW a;:]c meg:
to which social practice is the primary, .ge_neratlve p! _eno e
non, and learning is one of its characterl§tlc§. The.re 1sa i-lgc
nificant contrast between a theory of learning in .WI‘.llCh practic :
(in a narrow, replicative sense) is sub_sumed within prf)ctess;ca 1
of learning and one in which learning is taken to be an integ
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aspect of practice (in a historical, generative sense). In our
view, learning is not merely situated in practice — as if it were
some independently reifiable process that just happened to be
located somewhere; learning is an integral part of generative
social practice in the lived-in world. The problem — and the
central preoccupation of this monograph — is to translate this
into a specific analytic approach to learning. Legitimate pe-
ripheral participation is proposed as a descriptor of engage-
ment in social practice that entails learning as an integral con-
stituent.

Before proceeding with a discussion of the analytic ques-
tions involved in a social practice theory of learning, we need
to discuss our choices of terms and the issues that they reflect,
in order to clarify our conception of legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation. Its composite character, and the fact that it is not
difficult to propose a contrary for each of its components, may
be misleading. It seems all too natural to decompose it into a
set of three contrasting pairs: legitimate versus illegitimate,
peripheral versus central, participation versus nonparticipa-
tion. But we intend for the concept to be taken as a whole.
Each of its aspects is indispensable in defining the others and
cannot be considered in isolation. Its constituents contribute
inseparable aspects whose combinations create a landscape —
shapes, degrees, textures — of community membership.

Thus, in the terms proposed here there may very well be no
such thing as an ‘‘illegitimate peripheral participant.’’ The form
that the legitimacy of participation takes is a defining charac-
teristic of ways of belonging, and is therefore not only a cru-
cial condition for learning, but a constitutive element of its
content. Similarly, with regard to ‘‘peripherality’’ there may
well be no such simple thing as ‘‘central participation’’ in a
community of practice. Peripherality suggests that there are
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multiple, varied, more- or less-engaged and -inclusive ways of
being located in the fields of participation defined by a com-
munity. Peripheral participation is about being located in the
social world. Changing locations and perspectives are part of
actors’ learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms
of membership.

Furthermore, legitimate peripherality is a complex notion,
implicated in social structures involving relations of power. As
a place in which one moves toward more-intensive participa-
tion, peripherality is an empowering position. As a place in
which one 1s kept from participating more fully — often legiti-
mately, from the broader perspective of society at large — it is
a disempowering position. Beyond that, legitimate peripher-
ality can be a position at the articulation of related communi-
ties. In this sense, it can itself be a source of power or power-
lessness, in affording or preventing articulation and interchange
among communities of practice. The ambiguous potentialities
of legitimate peripherality reflect the concept’s pivotal role in
providing access to a nexus of relations otherwise not per-
ceived as connected.

Given the complex, differentiated nature of communities, it
seems important not to reduce the end point of centripetal par-
ticipation in a community of practice to a uniform or univocal
‘‘center,’” or to a linear notion of skill acquisition. There is no
place in a community of practice designated *‘the periphery,”’
and, most emphatically, it has no single core or center. Cen-
tral participation would imply that there is a center (physical,
political, or metaphorical) to a community with respect to an
individual’s ‘‘place’’ in it. Complete participation would sug-
gest a closed domain of knowledge or collective practice for
which there might be measurable degrees of ‘‘acquisition’’ by

newcomers. We have chosen to call that to which peripheral
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participation leads, full participation. Full participation is i

tendfed to do justice to the diversity of relations involved 'f“

varying forms of community membership. "

Full participation, however, stands in contrast to only on

aspect (?f the concept of peripherality as we see it: ]t p]acé/s the
emphasis on what partial participation is not, or not yet. In o :
usage, peripherality is also a positive term, whose most.sa]' o
corlceptuzlil.antonyms are unrelatedness or irrelevance to l((:: t
going a‘Ctl'Vlty. The partial participation of newcomers is b ‘n(;
means. “dxsconnected” from the practice of interest Furti;er
more, .lt 1's also a dynamic concept. In this sense perié)heralit -
when it is enabled, suggests an opening, a v&:ay of gainirfl ’
access to sources for understanding through growing invo]veg
ment. The ambiguity inherent in peripheral participation :
tl.ren be connected to issues of legitimacy oy
nization of and control over resources, if’i
analytical potential.

of the social orga-
t is to gain its full

AN ANALYTIC PERSPECTIVE ON LEARNING

Wlth the first shift in the development of this project we h

tried to establish that our historical—cultural theory of lea ?Ve
should not be merely an abstracted generalization of ther:ong
crete cases of apprenticeship — or any other educational forrrrl1 -
Further, coming to see that a theory of situated activity chal.
lenges the Very meaning of abstraction and/or generalizati _
has led us to reject conventional readings of the generalizab(')ln
lty. and/or abstraction of “‘knowledge.’’ Arguing in favor ofl -
.Shlft. away from a theory of situated activity in which learni .
s reified as one kind of activity, and toward a theory of soc]ilﬁ
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practice in which learning is viewed as an aspect of all activ-
ity, has led us to consider how we are to think about our own
practice. And this has revealed a dilemma: How can we pur-
port to be working out a theoretical conception of learning
without, in fact, engaging in just the project of abstraction
rejected above?
There are several classical dualist oppositions that in many
contexts are treated as synonymous, Of nearly so: abstract—
concrete; general—particular; theory about the world, and the
world so described. Theory is assumed to be general and ab-
stract, the world, concrete and particular. But in the Marxist
historical tradition that underpins social practice theory these
terms take on different relations with each other and different
meanings. They do so as part of a general method of social
analysis. This method does not deny that there is a concrete
world, which is ordinarily perceived as some collection of par-
ticularities, just as it is possible to invent simple, thin, abstract
theoretical propositions about it. But these two possibilities are
not considered as the two poles of interest. Instead, both of
them offer points of departure for starting to explore and pro-
duce an understanding of multiply determined, diversely uni-
fied — that is, complexly concrete — historical processes, of
which particularities (including initial theories) are the result
(Marx 1857; Hall 1973; Ilyenkov 1977). The theorist is trying
to recapture those relations in an analytic way that tums the
apparently ‘‘natural’’ categories and forms of social life into
challenges to our understanding of how they are (historically
and culturally) produced and reproduced. The goal, in Marx’s
memorable phrase, is to *‘ascend (from both the particular and
the abstract) to the concrete.”’
It may now be clearer why it is not appropriate to treat le-
gitimate peripheral participation as a mere distillation of ap-
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pfenticeship, an abstracting process of generalizing from ex-
amples of apprenticeship. (Indeed, turned onto apprenticeship

the concept should provide the same analytical leverage as i;
wqu!d for any other educational form.) Our theorizing about
legltn.nate peripheral participation thus is not intended as ab-
straction, but as an attempt to explore its concrete relations

To think about a concept like legitimate peripheral participa-'
tl‘OIl in this way is to argue that its theoretical significance de-
rives from the richness of its interconnections: in historical

terms, through time and across cultures. It may convey better
what we mean by a historically, culturally concrete *‘concept’’

to describe legitimate peripheral participation as an ‘‘analyti-
cal perspective.”” We use these two terms interchangeably
hereafter.

WITH LEGITIMATE PERIPHERAL PARTICIPATION

We do not talk here about schools in any substantial way, nor
explore what our work has to say about schooling. Steéring
clear of the problem of school learning for the present was a
c0n§ci0us decision, which was not always easy to adhere to as
the 1§sue kept creeping into our discussions. But, although we
mention schooling at various points, we have refrained from
any systematic treatment of the subject. It is worth outlining
our ‘reasons for this restraint, in part because this may help
clarify further the theoretical status of the concept of legitimate
peripheral participation.
Hrst, as we began to focus on legitimate peripheral partici-
pation, we wanted above all to take a fresh look at leaming.
Issues of learning and schooling seemed to have become too
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deeply interrelated in our culture in general, both for purposes
of our own exploration and the exposition of our ideas. More
importantly, the organization of schooling as an educational
form is predicated on claims that knowledge can be decontex-
tualized, and yet schools themselves as social institutions and
as places of leaming constitute very specific contexts. Thus,
analysis of school learning as situated requires a multilayered
view of how knowing and learning are part of social practice
— a major project in its own right. Last, but not least, perva-
sive claims conceming the sources of the effectiveness of
schooling (in teaching, in the specialization of schooling in
changing persons, in the special modes of inculcation for which
schools are known) stand in contradiction with the situated
perspective we have adopted. All this has meant that our dis-
cussions of schooling were often contrastive, even opposi-
tional. But we did not want to define our thinking and build
our theory primarily by contrast to the claims of any educa-
tional form, including schooling. We wanted to develop a view
of leaming that would stand on its own, reserving the analysis
of schooling and other specific educational forms for the fu-
ture.

We should emphasize, therefore, that legitimate peripheral
participation is not itself an educational form, much less a ped-
agogical strategy or a teaching technique. It is an analytical
viewpoint on learning, a way of understanding learning. We
hope to make clear as we proceed that learning through legiti-
mate peripheral participation takes place no matter which ed-
ucational form provides a context for learning, or whether there
is any intentional educational form at all. Indeed, this view-
point makes a fundamental distinction between learning and
intentional instruction. Such decoupling does not deny that
Jearning can take place where there is teaching, but does not
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ta!(e mtc.:ntional instruction to be in itself the source or cau
of leamfng, and thus does not blunt the claim that what .
learmed is problematic with respect to what is taught Undoﬁ‘;s
fadl)f, the analytical perspective of legitimate periph;aral arti _
ipation could — we hope that it will — inform educatiorfal ;C-
dean)rs by shedding a new light on learning processes, and l?_
drawing attention to key aspects of leaming experie;lce tha);
may be .ov.erlooked. But this is very different from attributin
a.p‘resc_:rlptlve value to the concept of legitimate peripheral arg
E{Clpatlo'n and from proposing ways of ‘‘implementin ’? ,
operationalizing’’ it for educational purposes. =Y
.E'veln‘ though we decided to set aside issues of schooling i
this ml-tlal stage of our work, we are persuaded that rethinkg' .
schoolmg from the perspective afforded by legitimate peri "1118
eral participation will turn out to be a fruitful exercisep Slp l;
an analysis would raise questions about the place of sch.oollilr(lz
in .the .comr‘n.unity at large in terms of possibilities for devel%
oping identities of mastery. These include questions of th:
lation of school practices to those of the communities in T]'rel;
the knowledge that schools are meant to ‘‘impart’’ is 10::’;13
as wel.l as issues concerning relations between the worlde %
schooling and the world of adults more generally. Such a st ((i)
would also raise questions about the social oréanizatiSnu );
scho_ols themselves into communities of practice, both offi 'Ol
and }nterstitial, with varied forms of membershi’p We w Cllad
predict that such an investigation would afford a bétter co o
for de'termining what students learn and what they do notme)iit
wha.t 1t comes to mean for them, than would a stud ,fan
curriculum or of instructional practices. yorie
T.hl.nkir.lg about schooling in terms of legitimate peripheral
P@lClpatlon 1s only one of several directions that seem pro
ising for pursuing the analysis of contemporary and oth:r hriI;_
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torical forms of social practice in terms of legitimate periph-
eral participation in communities of practice. There are central
issues that are only touched upon in this monograph, and that
need to be given more attention. The concept of ‘‘community
of practice’” is left largely as an intuitive notion, which serves
a purpose here but which requires a more rigorous treatment.
In particular, unequal relations of power must be included more
systematically in our analysis. Hegemony over resources for
learning and alienation from full participation are inherent in
the shaping of the legitimacy and peripherality of participation
in its historical realizations. It would be useful to understand
better how these relations generate characteristically intersti-
tial communities of practice and truncate possibilities for iden-

tities of mastery.

THE ORGANIZATION OF THIS MONOGRAPH

In this brief history we have tried to convey how and why the
core concept of legitimate peripheral participation has taken
on theoretica!l interest for us. In the next chapter we place this
history in a broader theoretical context and investigate as-
sumptions about learning; we contrast our own views to con-
ventional views concerning internalization, the construction of
identity, and the production of communities of practice. In
Chapter 3, we present excerpts from five studies of apprentice-
ship, analyzing them as instances of learning through legiti-
mate peripheral participation. These studies raise a series of
issues: the relations between learning and pedagogy, the place
of knowledge in practice, the importance of access to the learning
potential of given settings, the uses of language in learning-in-
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practice, and the wa
the learner in the fas
Our discussion of th
fundamental contrad

y in _which knowledge takes on value for
hlopmg of identities of full participation.
(".S(? 1Ssues provokes an examination of the
Ictions embodied in relatio iti
' ntrad| ns of legitimate
Pen;l)heral participation, and of how such contradictions are
inv i i

olved in generating change (Chapter 4). In conclusion, we

, and iti
o from .the concept of cognitive process to the
€ncompassing view of social practice.




