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ABSTRACT 

In this thesis I explore the class dimensions of adult computer learning amongst 

industrial workers in Southern Ontario (Canada). My interests are to understand the full 

range of computer learning that working-class people engage in which is largely obscured by 

a coherent set of universalized, individualized, pedagogically-oriented tendencies that run 

through conventional adult learning theory. I use historical materiakt and neo-Vygotskian 

frameworks in an integrated analysis of in-depth interviews (n=73), case studies of micro- 

interaction as well as original analysis of large-scale survey data. I argue that computer 

learning is deeply embedded in relations of advanced capitalism. Central concepts include 

"common sense" (Gramsci, 1971), working-class learning "habitus" (Bourdieu, 1984), and 

"frame analysis" (Goffman. 1974). The material structure, orality and commodification in 

working-class computer learning are considered. Combining this analysis with a careful 

consideration of social standpoints in everyday activity we are able to understand computer 

learning as composed of differentiated and differentiating patterns of participation. 

Focusing on everyday practices, I claim that class standpoints provide the starting 

point for understanding a working-class learning habitus. When fully expressed in materially 

stable conditions this habitus gives rise to spontaneous, mutualistic and democratic learning 

communities. The establishment of these conditions is also influenced by gender and racial 

standpoints. Working people's computer learning activities centre around tactical methods, 

interstitial locations of practice, and class-based cultural networks. At the same time, 

computer learning activity is mediated by a highly fragmented and contradictory 

technological common sense which is dominated by individuaked consumption, 

mystification of technology, exchange-value oriented activity and a process of incorporation 

into capitalist political economic relations. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

During what I thought was the very last of my schooling life, I began work as a press 

operator at a local auto parts factory not far from where I grew up. I worked there 

approximately two years, full-time in the summer and intermittenly, on-call for the rest of the 

time. Near the end of my second year, I applied for the job permanently and was turned 

down. The following autumn, I began doctoral studies and work toward this thesis. 

Production life over that short time taught me something very specific about learning 

and education that years spent as a student and teacher hadn't. Though I'd worked in other 

industrial settings growing up, it was at the auto parts factory that I paid attention to the 

details of industrial work and learning for the fust time. I noticed that in being a new 

employee and in shifting from job to job around the plant there was a vast amount to learn. 

At the same time, I arrived at the situation with a good deal of confidence as a kind of 

'certified learner'. During the completion of my different diplomas and degrees I'd received 

good marks. In the plant, however, my papers didn't mean very much. 

As I moved from operation to operation to fll in for workers on holiday or sick-leave, 

typically I'd be shown a machine by a senior worker, have its operation demonstrated to me 

with instructions always shouted through the noise and only half heard. I was stationed 

mostly in the cold form department where metal was stamped into shape by giant industrial 

presses. Instruction included locating the buttons that made the mxhine cycle, the places 

where you weren't to put your body parts, vague demonstrations of acceptable quality, and 

the parts production quota number for the shift. After this I'd be left to my own devices. 

Usually a couple dozen pieces later something would go wrong: the parts would begin to 

come out with mistakes or the machine would simply stop working. I'd peer into the 

machine, turn it off and on, walk around it, and then (inevitably) begin to wander the 

department in search of the worker who had got me started. If this person wasn't available 

another might help me, or if the machine really had broken down, I'd be a kind of peripheral 

member of a congregation of workers who'd drop what they were doing and wander over to 

my machine for a brief look and a kind of half-yelled discussion that, because of the noise, 



was made more of actions than of words. Sometimes, after only a while these people would 

have to scatter because a supervisor would appear. Other times, people milled around the 

large machine in a type of pattern with more experienced workers taking the initiative, less 

experienced workers trailing close behind, occasionally checking a hunch on their own, and 

novices like me on the outside watching closely yet staying out of the way. I was truly 

dependent on the group of fellow workers in my department. People who've been in the 

position I'm describing know that, if fellow workers do not take you under their wing, 

learning can be a long and brutal experience of social exclusion and powerlessness no matter 

what kind of diploma or degree you have. 

I remember the anger I felt at being so dependent on fellow workers I didn't know 

during these very first months at the plant. I imagined that if I could just get a written manual 

with standard procedures, I'd be fne. I could do my learning by myself. But there was no 

manual and nor could there ever be one that met the needs I experienced. What I learned was 

that one's knowing dependcd - even for the most experienced worker on the floor - on your 

ongoing interaction and integration with others. Learning also depended on your ability to 

move about the plant, how closely you could be watched by supervisors, the structure of your 

time and your ability to control the pace of work. Learning was based on the opportunities 

you had to participate in casual conversation, solving a problem or just being around other 

workers, and learning was a matter of breaking down the different barriers to these things. 

The reality of this learning had precious little to do with the carefully structured world that 

makes sitting down alone to write a test relevant to what a person could do or know. On the 

shopfloor, solidarity and social connection defined one's "learning capacity". And, these 

barriers, in ali their different forms, a?c! the ways we beat and didn't beat them, and the 

stories people would teU about trying to beat them - these were our ways of escaping 

boredom and solving practical problems of stubborn machines or idiotic rules. 

* * * 
Contrary to the symbol of Auguste Rodin's "The Thinker" in which thought and 

learning are symbolized as a serious, isolated, internalized and perhaps even a painful event 

(Greeno, 1997), in this research I want to set aside this common sense view of learning to 



3 

consider what real people do in their everyday Me. My focus is on the working-class and the 

sets of practices that surround a broad conception of "computer learning". It is a response to 

the fact that working-class capacities are typically denied, ignored or denigrated within 

educational literature which, in turn, has important social and political significance. 

To understand what working people actually do, I spent time reflecting on my own 

learning as well as talking with workers about their computer learning. As I did this it 

became obvious that the symbols associated with Rodin's sculpture were systematically 

misleading. Computer learning was an active process which spread across different places 

and tunes and, in fact, sometimes it didn't involve an actual computer directly at all. This 

learning was a definitively social and participatory process rather than simply an internalized 

and cognitive one. And, it was inextricably rooted in and defined by the types of barriers pre- 

figured in the recollection I opened the chapter with above. This alternative perspective 

suggests that learning is part of the ongoing social lives ofparticular people, that learning is 

full of moments of choice and contingency, but that it is also subject to specific types of 

limits unique to participant's social standpoint in society. When 1 speak of 'particular people', 

I mean to emphasize that social relations can never be understood nor can they ever be 

produced from a universal, generic position in the world (Haraway, 1991). People's activities 

are always accomplished from a particular position is social and material space. This 

contributed to my general methodology as I was committed to hearing and beginning from 

the standpoint of the diverse working-class subject and the stories of people's real lives. At 

the same time, my own standpoint in this research process is not that of a disinterested 

academic observer but as an intensely interested trade union member, labour activist and 

socialist academic. My argument is that recognizing the specific standpoints of people in 

either case does not contribute to bias but instead prepares readers for a evaluative reading in 

which research methods and analysis must stand the test of honest criticism. 

But why computers? Computers represent an important form of tool-mediated 

activity in t h  phase of capitalist development. Though often thought to be simply 

eliminating the skill and knowledge of workers on the job, it is equally possible that they 

open up a range of possibilities for, both sanctioned and unsanctioned, worker-mediation of 



production. As many of the workers in this research outline, there is an interesting 

convergence between workers' home and community-based computer learning, on the one 

hand, and their workplace-based computer-mediated activity on the other. It is in some ways 

reminiscent of earlier forms of industrial production in which craft workers, though labouring 

under the proprietor's roof, actually owned their own tools. While the industrial workers in 

this research do not own the tools of the workplace, they do often own tools (i.e. home 

computers) that provide significant and detailed insight into the functions of these workplace 

tools. Their learning, therefore, shows a particular type of independence from the supervised 

and controlled experience with the tool in the workplace. 

These important dimensions aside, in the core industrialized countries, computer 

technologies are becoming an ever pervasive dimension of people's personal and working 

lives. A glance at some basic statistics help codum this trend (Tablel.1). 

Table 1.1: Use of Information Technology in Canada 

(% of Households) 1982 1987 1992 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Home Computerownership -- -- 20 29 32 40 45 
Modem -- -- -- 12 16 25 32 
Internet -. -- -- -- 7 17 25 

(Statistics Canada Catalogue 11-001-E) 

According to Statistics Canada home computer, modem and Internet use are all rapidly on the 

rise across this country. In the workplace we see growing computer use in virtually all 

occupational groups (average = 15 hourslweek) with scientists, clerical workers and 

managers leading the way in time use (25,23, 19 hourslweek respectively) and 

manufacturing workers averaging approximately 14 hourslweek (Catalogue 75-001:27-28). 

Large-scale surveys by Betcherman, Leckie and McMullen (1997) confirm that both 

computer use and computer training is on the rise in Canadian workplaces, but they add that 

access is overwhelming provided to "those with a post-secondary education, in management 



or professional positions" (p.47). However, these statistical overviews tell us little about 

actual, everyday, computer-based activity, and even less about exactly how social class 

shapes and is produced within the course of computer learning. 

From the pages of the MIS Quarterly to PC Magazine, the computer revolution is 
typically fought in a black box where we never learn what people do, only that they 
should now be able to do whatever they do faster and more easily by computing. 
What meaning can the "service economy," the "information economy," the 
"knowledge economy," and similar terms have unless they denote substantive changes 
either in what people do for a living or how they do it? The obvious answer is little. 
Yet journalists, futurists, and even sociologists routinely employ such epithets without 
explaining precisely what kinds of work they have in mind .... We sorely need rich 
descriptive data on what people do and how they do it ... (Barley in Introduction to 
Orr, 1996:xi-xiii) 

This gap in the academic literature has been recognized in isolated streams of adult learning, 

workplace learning, and labour process literatures, however focussed empirical studies of 

actual practice continue to be rare. Learning that is not formally structured, tacit knowledge 

and accounts of the complexity of the social situation of learning where people can be seen to 

be active and knowing participants remains particularly elusive. Building on a critical review 

of adult learning literature, my response to this gap is to draw on theories of learning that 

have either emerged directly from the work of soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) (e.g. 

Activity Theory) or which show a significant degree of orientation to the core elements of 

Vygotskian thought (e.g. Situated Learning). My use of the term 'neo-Vygotskian' then is a 

flexible conception that includes more than simply those who cite Vygotsky as their primary 

inspiration..' It is the critical application of this type of neo-Vygotskian framework that, in 

fact, forms what I'd call the "core", unifying project of this research. Generally however, I 

use what could be described as a dialogic approach which brings different methodologies and 

theoretical perspectives together to investigate the relationship between social class and 

computer learning in everyday activity. A secondary, somewhat less conclusive project 

involves the expansion of the basic neo-Vygotskian framework with additional theoretical 

'lt is important to note that there are significant differences amongst this group of writers (not the least 
of which is methods) who, in some ways, I'm constructing as a unitary "body". A full discussion of these 
differences is beyond the scope of this current work. 



concepts which, in themselves, have no previous, direct connection to the tradition. These 

are concepts aimed at the integration of micro and macro-levels of analysis and an better 

understanding structure and agency in terms of learning and social class. Before providing a 

more detailed introduction of each of these different projects, however, I want to briefly 

explain my basic perspective on social class. 

1.1 Social Class and Class Standpoints 

The conception of social class that I begin from in this research is rooted in the basic 

observations made by E. P. Thompson in the introduction to hi classic 1963 historical work 

The Makine of the Enelish Workine Class. For Thompson, like M m ,  "working-class" was, 

above all, a relational concept. It referred to social, historical, ideological and material 

relationships between real people. As Thompson pointed out at the time, there could be no 

rich without the poor, and no working-class without a dominant, capitalist class. Class was 

not a reified category but a living, social relationship. 

Beyond this, social class is understandable in a number of ways. In their study of 

class structures and consciousness Livingstone and Mangan (1992; 1996) note that several 

(neo)Marxist and (neo)Weberian formulations can be used to meaningfully understand class 

positioning, and that most people (of all classes) tend to a "middle-class" self-descriptions. 

Given this it becomes important to carefully consider other methods of explicating class 

relations. Livingstone and Mangan emphasize ownership relations and employment status 

criteria as central to understanding both class positioning and consciousness, though at the 

same time we should recall that Marx outlined proletarian and capitalist distinctions as a 

relational abstractions in which the real constitution of society by no means consists only of 

the class of workers and the class of industrial capitalists (Marx, 1861-311987: 312-32). 

Thus, class distinctions are probably best understood as a social relation stemming from the 

material production of people's real lives in a world that involves a variety of other forms of 

determination. Social class represents a central set of social relations closely related, but in 

no way limited, to the process of paid work in which people who sell their labour power in 

order to survive are continuously brought into contact with those who own the means of 

production and who purchase this labour power in order to engage in a process of capital 



accumulation. While this relational approach to social class is figured in the original work of 

Marx, my use of class also draws on the work of Lukics (1971) and the conceptual work of 

various Marxist-Feminists theorists. It is the latter group of scholars who've contributed to 

the development of the concept of social standpoint spec2ically in terms of counter- 

hegemonic perspectives and situated social action. Therefore, in this research the analysis of 

working-class dimensions of learning begins with a recognition of a standpoint within 

specific sets of social relations that people produce in everyday activity. 

A focus on the social relations that shape people's actual computer learning practices 

in the concrete, living world implies a type of materialism originally advocated by Marx, 

particularly, in his early writings. This materialism is rooted in Marx's philosophical 

analyses inThe German Ideoloey (1845-611996). It is the analysis of what in his Theses on 

Feuerbach (1845/1996), he called "practical", "real, sensuous activity", but it does not simply 

stop with the movement of people's bodies materially through time and space. Rather this 

approach also seeks to take into account that people use discourse, ideas and other tools in 

the organization of their concrete activities. People make use of tools which bear in them a 

history of human activity and thought. They make choices in their activities, and actively 

make sense of their world. Therefore, while notions of history, language, thought and 

consciousness are conventionally understood as being nonmaterial, through their activation 

in real situations in the material world they in fact come to take on materiality. 

Class relations also relate to political economic forces that, in capitalism, give rise to 

the contradiction between what is known as "use" and "exchange" value in commodities: 

use-value referring to the value of goodslserviceslskills realized in actual use, and the 

exchange-value referring to the value of goodslserviceslskills realized in exchange on a 

market.' The process of commodification helps to realize capitalist relationships in society 

and in so doing (re)produces class relations. One's class standpoint, in practice, is constantly 

An examplemight be thecomparative uselexchange value of diamonds and water. Water has displayed 
exceptional use-valuein human lifeand negligible exchange-value duetoits relativeabundancy; diamonds on the 
other hand have little practical use but demonstrate surprising exchange-value. However, while goods, services, 
skills and so on typically must have some "use" value to be exchanged, they needn't have exchange value to be of 
direct use. 



reiter~ted through one's relations to the production, distribution and consumption of 

commodities. I argue in Fact that the process of commodification is intimately related to the 

computer learning activities that people in this research engage in; that this process gives rise 

to, expresses and perpetuates class relations; and, that this provides a basis for understanding 

different learning activities, not as value-neutral but rather, as inextricably linked with either 

the realization of or resistance to capitalist political economy. As researchers have 

increasingly begun to recognize (e.g. Engestrom, Miettinen and PunamXki, 1999), research 

emerging from the neo-Vygotskian tradition has not, generally speaking, offered very 

elaborate accounts of difrercnt standpoints in activity, and nor have they gencrally sought to 

situatc practices within broad historical and political economic frames. 

1.2 Approaches to Adult Learning 

In this research I seek to contribute to a Marxist sociology of learning by making 

visible the class dimensions of computer learning in the everyday lives of working-class 

people. At the same time, I seek to contribute to the general Adult Education literature an 

empirically-grounded clarilication of existing "self-directed" (Tough, 1979; Brockett and 

Hiemstra, 1991), "transformative" (Mezirow, 1994), "informal" (Garrick, 1998), "incident& 

(Marsick and Watkins, 1990), and "experiential" (Brookfield, 1981) learning. The notion of 

learning in the everyday, however, is not so much a novel concept within Adult Education 

literature as it is one that has been under-investigated in class terms at the specific level of 

analysis I propose. This research builds on previous work (Sawchuk, 1997; 199th; 1998b; 

1999a; 1999b; 2000; Livingstone and Sawchuk, 2000; forthcoming), but in particular, 

extends the investigations of "working-class computer learning networks" in Sawchuk 

(1996). There I demonstrated how working-class people developed and carried out their 

own, collectively and informally organized computer learning, but did not examine the sets of 

extended social relations and tool-mediations in any sustained way. At the root of the 

argument was the need to fmd a better way to make explicit the learning that working-class 

people do that so often goes unnoticed. As I explain in my research here, hegemonic 

conceptions of "learning" express and help to reproduce elements of class bias by 

emphasizing specific features while ignoring others. It is important to note that, in this sense, 



the necessary first step for analysing class-rclations of computer learning is to shift the way 

that learning itself is conccptualized. As a social-relational approach to learning, neo- 

Vygotskian analysis providcs the basis for just this type of alternative conceptualization. 

The work of Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky forms the starting point for my 

analysis in this research. Emerging in the early soviet period in which the valorization of 

proletarian life was proclaimed by the Bolshevik state, Vygotsky developed a theory of 

personality and learning rooted in social relations, tool-mediation, and the material 

organization of social life rather than individual cognition (Bakhurst, 1991). It is in fact 

primarily through these forms of social organization that people in participation with each 

other come to develop internalized knowledge and skills. "Cultural tools", for Vygotsky, 

included language and mediated practices and provided an historical basis for ongoing 

activity. More recent writers in this tradition, which I refer to as "neo-Vygotskians", include 

Activity Theory (e.g. Colc, Engestrom and Vasquez, 1997) which actually defines learning 

relationally as shifting participation in activity systems. This approach fuses processes of 

social interaction, learning content, tacit operations, goals, motives and context in one 

analytic unit called "activity". This is, in Fact, the key underlying difference between neo- 

Vygotskian theories of learning and conventional Adult Education theories. For neo- 

Vygotskians, the social is not simply an additive to the concept of learning (as in social 

learning) but in fact constitutes the very essence of the term. While clariftcations of this 

basic neo-Vygotskian approach will be made, it remains the theoretical backbone of the 

research specifically because of its ability to make visible to us how learning is a broadly 

situated, social practice.' 

I outline the concept of learning in the everyday by drawing on interview data that 

both affirms the importance of a neo-Vygotskian approach and offers a critique of 

'Oneimportantpointofclarification that should bemadeinvolvesmy useof theconceptof"activity" and 
"learning". Though it may seem parochial to readers less familiar with traditions l i e  Activity Theory, strictly 
speaking, theconcept ofactivity subsumestliatoflearning. I useboth termsthroughouf tboughnotsimulfaneously 
(i.e. learning activity - which would have a very specific meaning for Activity Theorists). For sociologists of 
education, adult education specialists, and avariety of others new to neo-Vygotskian tradition, this is an editorial 
decision that will hopefully make the analysis a little more accessible while at the same time not abandoning the 
analytic power concepts such as "activity" provide. 



conventional theories of adult learning. The conception of learning that emerges from neo- 

Vygotskian literature is distinct from self-directed, informal, incidental and experiential 

learning that have been developed to date. It does (like these other concepts) expand our 

view of what should be legilimately thought of as learning, in that it considers practices that 

occur outside of the classroom. However, neo-Vygotskian formulations allow us to move 

beyond notions of learning as strictly individualized and consciously planned (i.e. self- 

directed learning), and they allow a more critical understanding of situations than do theories 

of incidental learning. Neo-Vygotskian approaches also involve a situated conception of 

"experience" that surpasses the undifferentiated mass of interaction pre-figured in 

experiential learning, and they approach learning in such a way as to move us beyond simple 

categorical distinctions of formal, nonformal and informal learning. The neo-Vygotskian 

approach provides an explanation of what I refer to as "learning in the everyday", a general 

social-relational concept that expands our means of understandig the relationship between 

social interaction and learning generally. Learning in the everyday occurs in formal as well 

as informal settings because it refers to a specific dimension of the general mode of 

participation in social life. At the same time, however, we'll see that in this research I 

primarily focus on learning in the everyday that occurs outside of formalized settings. This is 

because, simply put, this is precisely where these working-class adult learners can be seen to 

do so much of their computer learning. 

In defining the concept of learning that I use it is perhaps important to also briefly 

clarify how I use the concepts of "knowledge" and "skill" in the research as well. In recent 

work, Smith explains: 

Concepts, beliefs, ideas, knowledge, and so on (what Marxists know as 
consciousness) are included in this ontology of the social as practices that are integral 
to the concerting and coordinating of people's activities. (Smith, 1999:75) 

Knowledge is socially organized; its characteristic textual forms bear and replicate 
social relations. Hence knowledge must be differently written and differently 
designed if it is to bear other social relations than those of ruling. The forms of 
knowledge we take for granted in social science have been created externally from our 
local actualities, standing over against us in a relation of dominance and authority. 
(Smith, 1999:94) 



A d e f ~ t i o n  of knowledge in the context of this research, then, has two dimensions. First, 

knowledge (and skill) can he understood as the individually embodied, socially generated 

"knowing" (ideas, plans, physical skills, techniques, sensitivities, dispositions, tastes, and so 

on) which is only separable from its production in "activity" in a process of abstraction and 

analysis. The active-verb form, "knowing", in the fust sense, is meant to indicate that 

"knowledge" is always somethiig that has to be done in actual coordinated activity. Though 

in this research I do not dcal very much with the second dimension of "knowledge", it can be 

understood as the relationship between local knowing and large-scale coordination of 

relations which stand external to our local activities (and are largely text-mediated, see Smith, 

1999:94). These are the conventional "forms of knowledge we take for granted in social 

science" that Smith talks about in the second quotation above. 

It is the first approach - connected to notions of the everyday (Smith, 1987) as well as 

'tacit knowledge' (Polanyi, 1967) - that are central to the analysis of learning and class I 

present here. From the original Vygotskian perspective the first approach to knowledge 

describes relations found in any set of coordinated human activity (what Vygotsky called 

"cultural formations") mediated by cultural/historical tools or artifacts including texts, 

technologies, discourse, ideas, language and so on. Tools, signs and technologies are 

understood as objectifications of social relations of production (which include a specific 

division of labour according to Marx and Vygotsky) and project a certain range of uses which 

shape activity, but which do not determine it. Tool-mediation represents an key dimension of 

the structuring of ongoing learning practice. 

1.3 Structure of Argument, Imported Concepts and Research Claims 

While I provide a comprehensive, step-by-step outline of chapter contents in the 

following section, I want to outline a more general structure to the argument building on the 

notion of core and secondary projects introduced earlier. These projects do not run 

consecutively, but rather concurrently. While I proceed with the core project throughout, I try 

to take advantage of openings as they arise to expand the secondary analysis. Overall, this 

thesis is constructed as a set of mini-analyses that are held together by a guiding interest in 

the relationship between social class and computer-mediated learning. I suggest there is a 



12 

need for a more comprehensive understanding of class-based contradictions in activity 

systems and the standpoints from which these contradictions are experienced and actively 

produced. Each chapter accentuates a particular feature of learning: its theoretical 

implications in relation to Adult Learning Theory (Chapter 3); its relationship to working 

people's concrete activities (Chapter 4); its relationship to computers and class broadly 

(Chapter 5); the micro-intcractive achievement and tacit dimensions of computer-based 

activity systems (Chapter 6); the social structure of working-class computer learning 

networks and tool-mediation (Chapter 7); the way that social standpoint defines working- 

class computer learning (Chapter 8); the oral dimensions of working-class computer learning 

networks (Chapter 9); the material constraints on working-class computer-based activity 

systems (Chapter 10); and finally, the relationship between activity, use and exchange-value 

contradictions in working-class computing (Chapter 11). Through each of these chapters I 

build an analysis of computer learning which piece-by-piece allows us to see its socially 

situated, working-class character. 

My application of the concept of class-standpoints to the issue of working-class 

computer learning provides an important initial clarification to the basic neo-Vygotskian 

approach. Building from this clarification, we see that the interrelation of specific micro and 

macro contexts becomes important. Class is something that people actively accomplish in 

their everyday lives but it is also a ma.jor feature of broad political economic relations. At the 

same time, we also see that although people exercise freedom in their participation with each 

other as individual human agents, they are not free to participate in any way they chose. 

These represent classic sociological questions and cannot be def~t ively resolved. They are, 

however, the inspiration for my efforts to import concepts related to the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu and Erving Goffman which I argue can contribute to the clarification of the neo- 

Vygotskian framework which describes how people have different experiences by virtue of 

their social standpoint, undergo change and, in turn, produce activity in both patterned and 

sometimes unexpected ways. It is a model of adult learning that is both differentiated and 

differentiating. The need to pose these broader issues stems from the fact that the neo- 

Vygotskian framework as I describe it is not without its limitations. The approach I take 



relates directly to issues of maintaining the active, knowing subject while at the same time 

reiterating the coordinated, social relational character of learning. Several chapters and 

concepts relate to this secondary project. Chapter 6, for example, relates to the micro- 

interactional and tacit choices that learners can be seen to make, whereas the introduction of 

Bourdieu's concept of habitus and Goffman's "frame analysis" offer a means to make visible 

the structure and agency of computer activity. 

More specifically, in Chapter 6 I use a micro-analysis of a case study of workers 

learning together in a computer lab to demonstrate a key principle of the neo-V;~gotskian 

framework in terms of a fme-grained, moment-by-moment analysis. Those familiar with 

micro-analyses in the tradition of "Conversation Analysis", however, shouldn't confuse my 

use of the techniques with those who seek to make universal statements about human 

interaction. Rather, my use of "turn-taking" directs our attention to the situated character of 

people's interaction and the surprising degree of variation in the way people accomplish their 

activities - a degree of variation which is made visible specifically through the use of 

sequential analysis. These studies support basic neo-Vygotskian claims about learning in a 

unique way by documenting the complexity of the active choice-making that learners 

accomplish tacitly in participatory, interactive systems. These learners are demonstrated to 

be skilful social agents in their own learning rather than passive, individual information 

processors. The production of knowledge is shown to be a collective achievement in which 

there was no expert per se. The processes in which two people actively produce expertise 

and knowledge collectively rather than have it inserted into them in a pre-constituted form is 

clearly demonstrated. At the same time, however, micro-analyses such as these have 

limitations as well. It would have been ideal, for example, to have captured some strip of 

learning outside the institutionalized setting of the labour education centre computer lab 

where part one of Chapter 6 focuses? Nevertheless, in the context of the study as a whole 

this strip of activity does serve the purpose of providing a basic model of the actual 

'I say it wouldhave "ideal" becausetheinterview data predominantly focuses on learning in ihe everyday 
outsideofformalized, classroom-type settingsandmi~o-analysis ofthis activity would havemorecloselymatched 
the interview data. 



interactive processes of learning that people accomplish. This case study expands our basic 

understanding of the character of learning, and in so doing opens up important opportu~ties 

for understanding computer learning that goes on both outside and inskle the classroom. 

Similarly, the second case study in Chapter 6 also provides an important element to 

our understanding of the production of computer-based activity, this time emphasizing the 

structuring effects of computer software and organizational relations. In this case study I 

make use of another type of sequential micro-analysis focussing on clerical work in an auto 

parts factory purchasing office. While industrial workers are the focus of much of the 

research outside of chapter 6, this case nevertheless demonstrates, in graphic detail, several 

key principles of structured class-relations of everyday computer practicellearning in the 

workplace. Worker's modes of participation both with each other and the computer software 

itself can be heavily conditioned by workplace rules and broader political cconomic forces. 

The case study provides a detailed example of how learning practices are not universal but 

situated and inextricable from the process of tool-mediation. While interviews and large- 

scale survey data situate working-class computer learning practices broadly, these micro- 

analysis provide an important resource for our understanding of the many tacit processes and 

local interactional structures that interviews and surveys must largely assume. These micro- 

analyses add an important dimension to our understanding of how a variety of activity 

systems are actually produccd in the everyday. 

Moving beyond these mini-analyses, we see that neo-Vygotskian approaches to 

learning emphasize that thcre are different levels of activity (e.g. operations, goals, motives). 

However different levels of activity are sub.ject to re-arrangement and different contexts of 

activity overlap. In this research for instance, working-class computer learning practices 

were, virtually simultaneously, understood as a personal recreation activity, a child-rearing 

activity, and/or an activity aimed at preparation for the iabour market. These practices could 

be a neighbourhood or community development activity, a form of resistance to workplace 

routinization and alienation, a situational opposition to supervisors, or part of a more general 

opposition to capital. People sometimes learned physical and social skills that went on 

unconsciously with only indirect relevance to the object of the activity. Typing or reading 



skills, for example, may be developed in the course of computer use, computer repair, and so 

on. There were also activities embedded in "computer learning" which did not involve a 

computer at all, such as chatting with co-workers, neighhours or family-members about 

computers, reading newspaper articles, listening to a radio or television programs, and so on. 

These activities could be planned or incidental, incorporated into the learning process 

immediately or even retrospectively. AU these are practical dimension of broad computer- 

mediated activity systems rooted in multiple physical locations. 

As I've noted, people participate in activity systems, but they are not completely free 

to participate in any thing or in any way that they choose. Participation is structured by 

various organizational and political economic relations, however it is also structured by 

people's orientation to particular activities which is shaped over time. I make a case that 

working-class people in this study participate in computer learning for reasons that arise from 

a range of specific class experiences. However, understanding these embodied dispositions 

and how they translate into activity in class terms may be more easily done by reflecting on a 

concept outside the conventional neo-Vygotskian f rame~ork .~  

In order to better understand this complex of dispositions and its full social 

significance, I draw on the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Building upon a critical review of 

Bourdieu's concept of habitus and field (e.g. 1977; 1984), I outline the notion of a working- 

class learning habitus. I suggest a slightly narrower variation of the term which is a type of 

"habitus-in-action" approach. Briefly, a class-habitus refers to dispositions, habits and 

preferences that people develop and use as a means of selecting and being selected into 

various learning practices and modes of participation in activity. At the same time, however, 

this habitus is not static, but is a working heuristic open to reformation in the course of 

activity itself. The working-class learning habitus is composed of contradictory orientations 

to aspects of learning practice which, in fact, reflect the contradictory character of class 

experience generally. Working-class in te~ewees  in this research, for example, held highly 

5 ~ e  could actually uy to understand the kind of dispositions I'm referring to as a type of "tool" in a 
process of tool-mediation which is more in keeping with the conventional Activity Theory perspective. However 
I suggest that the fragmentary and contradictory dimensions of these types of class-based dispositions is better 
described by other concepts introduced below. 



situational and contradictory perspectives toward formal schooling, "intellectual" content of 

learning, the value of their own learning, and so on. 

Closely related to my discussion of working-class learning habitus is a 

characterization of respondent's orientation to computer technology itself. This orientation 

affects people's computer learning in a profound way. I described this orientation in terms of 

a working-class technological common sense building on the notion of "common sense" 

suggested by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci (1971). I show how this form of common 

sense is composed of domurant notions of technological progress on the one hand, and lived 

working-class experience. An analysis of this common sense proved helpful in order to 

develop a full understanding of the class-relations of the broader goal and motive-smtctcrre of 

computer-based activity (is. learning). Together, these notions of common sense and class- 

habitus make a key contribution to the basic neo-Vygotskian approach and form an important 

part of our understanding of the class dimensions of computer learning. 

Certainly the identification of class-standpoints in activity systems, the explication of 

the content of class-habitus and technological common sense helps us to understand how 

these activity systems are shaped. However, they aren't enough to actually penetrate the 

complexity and contingency of concrete practice. Class-habitus, for example, does not 

simply translate, in an unmediated way, into the production of coherent activity systems. 

Rather, an individually embodied habitus-in-action must enter into a negotiated frame of 

activity. How then do we make visible the linkage between people's own subjective 

participation in activity systems in ways that move beyond our understanding of actors as, 

what Harold Garfinkel (1967) called, ':judgmental dopes"? 

Neo-Vygotskian research tends to rely on a much more general analysis of stability 

and change in activity systems that is based almost exclusively on structural contradictions. 

While this level of analysis is vital, it tells us precious little about the practical role of the 

agency of real people in the accomplishment of this stability and change in everyday contexts. 

There is little in the neo-Vygotskian repertoire of conceptual tools that adequately helps us 

understand how it is that, in Goffman's words, people "locate, perceive, identify and label a 

seemingly i n f i t e  number of concrete occurrences" (1974: 112), particularly in social 



interactional rather than purcly cognitivist terms. While it is more preliminary than my other 

claims, I suggest that a possible remedy to this gap is to be found in Goffman's "frame 

analysis" (1974). Briefly, frames refer to identifiable elements of the organization of social 

life that govern social events as well as people's subjective involvement in them. Goffman 

demonstrates that the "frame of activity" involves "organizational premises sustained both in 

the mind and in activity" (1974247). I provide a critical review of Goffman's frame analysis 

beginning in Chapter 4 and reflect on its relevance for the data intermittently throughout the 

core andysis. 

A central element of frame analysis is what Goffman refers to as the "keying" of 

primary frames of activity. This concept, in fact, provides an important elaboration of the 

simultaneous openness yet orderliness of people's active production of activity systems. Such 

procedures describe the socially achieved orderliness of what Goffman calls attended and 

disattended tracks of information which roughly parallels the kind of differences neo- 

Vygotskians describe in terms of levels of activity. As Goffman points out, the keying of 

frames of activity are a means of understanding not simply constraint in activity, but the 

production of meaningful variation. Keying builds on established frames of activity within 

which negotiated changes can occur. Drawing on one of Goffman's own examples, applying 

the concept of keying of "primary" frames of activity allows us understand how "fighting" 

activity can become "play fighting", a subtle variation with different rules, purposes and 

 outcome^.^ Frame analysis helps explain the kind of impressive variation and opcnness of 

activity in the real world. Goffman's work does not help us understand the broader social 

significance of particular standpoints and retains a strong sense of political disinterest. 

Nevertheless, in frame analysis we have the potential to extend our understanding of the 

inter-subjective character of activity systems and working-class computer learning that 

highlights the relationship between people's consciousness and the organized social 

interaction they help produce. It can play an important role, for example, in helping us to 

6~ndeed, Golfinan (1974) draws on the work of Gregory Bateson for inspiration in this example (and 
tllroughout Frame Analysis), as does Engestrom (1999) in his comments about different "levels of learning" and 
change (p.8). 



understand how people "learn" from the othenvise undifferentiated flow of human 

"experience", or how it is that computer-mediated practices that take place within a huge 

array of separate activities (in the home, workplace, neighbourhood, etc.) can be re-organized 

by people into a coherent activity system of its own. 

As I explain more fully in Chapter 4, frarningkeying and the notion of habitus-in- 

action as I've outlined them, can complement each other nicely and together they can fill an 

important gap in neo-Vygotskian scholarship despite their origins in different theoretical 

traditions. Habitus has little use to a critical materialist analysis if it is simply a static 

description of preferences, class histories, and dispositions, or if it is necessarily saddled with 

invariant structure such as Bourdieu's "fields". Habitus is a means of explicating the type of 

physically and culturally embodied set of dispositions that shape, but do not determine, the 

participatory roles that arc available to them, and which they would be interested in taking on 

in the frrst place. Framing and keying of frames, on the other hand, are a means of 

understanding the contingency and variability that is made available by human agents in the 

course of real interaction despite the relative durability of the class habitus. 

Having outlined the basic structure of the argument I can now more effectively 

summarize the claims that I make in the research. I am primarily interested in explicating the 

social relations that shape the computer learning practices of working-class people in 

advanced capitalist economies such as Canada. My most basic claim is that the working- 

class people in the study are engaged in a wide range of computer learning activities. In the 

research I outline specific topics of interest, context and methods of their learning. The 

fmdings of my research clarifies some large-scale educational research on computer learning 

based on computer access and use data by showing the complex and often hidden ways 

working-class learning takes place. These fmdings also run against a type of class-bias in 

educational literature that tends to ignore, denigrate or deny the capacities of working-class 

people to collectively develop and carry out their own learning. Indeed, I claim that these 

more negative portrayals of working-ckass learning depend, first and foremost, on the 

dominant way that "learning" is conceptualized which obscures much of the learning that 

working-class people actually do. 



Beginning from a basic neo-Vygotskian framework, I claim that the learning practices 

that the people in this research engage in cannot be properly understood as an individualized, 

cognitive event distinguished by formalized, pedagogical or experthovice relations. Rather 

this computer learning is inextricably integrated with everyday life, it is mediated by artifacts 

including computer hard- and soft-ware, organizational settings, linguistic devices, orality 

and class habitus. I further claim that this learning is historically and materially mediated in 

ways that express the comridictory character of class life in advanced capitalist society 

generally. I claim there are, in fact, many different ways of making class dimensions of 

computer learning visible. I demonstrate how class dimensions are inherent in respondent's 

perspectives on computer technology, their reasons for entering into computer learning, and 

their general orientation toward "education" and "learning". I claim that respondent's 

relationship to the material structures of computer learning, and the types of dispositions, 

narratives, and forms of membership in specific social networks also express class 

relatio13ships. Indeed, specific forms of respondent's practice arise from and are shaped by 

capitalist labour processes of the factory directly. Furthermore, I argue that interviewee's 

relationships to the contradictions of the commodity form are expressed directly in the types 

of learning projects people choose. 

1.4 Summary of Chapter Contents 

The order of the chapters (beginning even in the opening autobiographical 

description) emerges from a desire to deal first with the most immediately comprehensible 

experiences of learning and technology: concepts of learning, experiences of learning, 

perspectives on computers and the detailed micro-interaction that makes up computer 

activity. Based on this firm foundation, I felt we would be in a better position to begin to 

discuss broader and more distinctive features of working-class computer learning such as 

networks of learning, conscious and organized expressions of class standpoint, orality, 

material structures of computer learning, and commodification. It is a presentation of claims 

and evidence that, with some exceptions, parallels my own analytic process of discovery. 

In Chapter 2, I describe the type of multi-disciplinary and multi-methodological 

approach I take in investigating computer learning in the everyday. I provide description of 



data collection and analysis, and briefly outline relevant background for each traditions. I 

also provide a description of subject selection and variance, and include a discussion of the 

need for attention to power dynamics in the research process. 

Chapter 3 provides a brief discussion of what Livingstone (1999) has called "class 

deficit theories" of learning and a review of key adult learning theory that is relevant to make 

visible the social relations that shape computer learning in the everyday from specific class 

standpoints. I make use of a working heuristic that I call "Capitalist Learning Hegemony" 

(CLH) as a means of making clear the mutually reinforcing tendencies that run through the 

adult learning theories discussed. I conclude the chapter with a brief sketch of the 

foundational work of Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky. 

Chapter 4 outlines the shift from Vygotsky to the neo-Vygotskians. Drawing on the 

interview data, "learning in the everyday" is defined as a problematic for inquiry. Interview 

data are interspersed in a review of neo-Vygotskian writers such as Lave and Wenger (e.g. 

1991) and Engestrom (e.g. 1987). I close the chapter with a critical discussion of the key, 

additional concepts I've introduced above - Pierre Bourdieu's concept of "habitus" and Erving 

Goffman's "frame analysis". 

In Chapter 5, I situate computer technology historically. I begin with brief remarks 

on the development of computer technologies and the social relations 'cemented' in modem 

computer artifacts primarily by drawing on the work of David Noble. I provide a brief sketch 

of technological use and the political economic context in North America and Canada 

specifically. In the second portion of the chapter, I draw on respondents' comments on the 

meaning and experiences of computer technology in their lives. I go on to outline a working- 

class technological "common sense" that emerges specifically from class-relations in the 

home, community, the workplace and labour market. 

Chapter 6, as I've already described, deals specifically with computer-based activity 

through the use of fine-grained micro-analysis of interaction. Two case studies are provided 

which serve as "specimens" of people's everyday computer learning practices, a process 

Smith (1990:165-167) calls "botanizing" or working from very specific examples to reflect 

on the social concerting of activity more generally. The first example deals with two 
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unemployed men "learning" computers together in a computer lab in a Labour Education 

Centre in Toronto (Canada). Though situated in a more formalized setting, this case study 

nevertheless provides a detailed, "real time" analysis of two people's interactive computer 

learning. It is meant to link major elements of my critique of adult learning theories with 

computing specifically, and serve as a basis to interpret aspects of interview-based data later 

on. In the second case study, I present an analysis of worker-machine-organudtional 

interaction through a detailed analysis of the screen-texts of company software in an auto 

parts factory purchasing office. We see demonstrated the local coordination of worker's 

activity vis-2-vis software in an organizational setting, and we also see the highly constrained 

ways that workers, neverthcless, fmd ways to learn together in interaction with the computer 

systems. 

In Chapter 7, I present interview data that shows how working-class computer 

learning is accomplished in the everyday. I demonstrate how this computer learning is tool- 

mediated, and involves solidaristic networks that operate at the intersection of multiple 

systems of activity. I also provide further grounded discussion of the concepts of frame and 

habitus in the context of computer activity, the latter of which is more fuUy developed in 

terms of working-class learning practices specifically. 

Chapter 8 offers the most focussed analysis of working-class standpoint in computer 

activity. I focus on how issues of working-class standpoint (reflecting briefly on the work of 

Georg Lukdcs and Marxist-Feminist theory) can be used to radicalize neo-Vygotskian 

approaches making visible the working-class dimensions of computer learning. I discuss the 

relevance of working-class habitus and the process of framing for understanding how 

working-class standpoints and computer learning practices are actively accomplished by 

skilled agents. I also draw on original analysis of large-scale survey data concerning inter- 

class comparisons in terms of learning methods, and compare the computer learning amongst 

workers who are unionized and non-unionized. I also provide brief analysis of an 'upper- 

class' mini-sample and show how their perspectives on both technology and learning 

processes are different for those of the working-class group. 

Chapter 9 discusses the relevance of everyday conversation in people's learning 
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practices by building on the work of Orr (1996). Following Orr (1996), I show how talk is 

used for working-class computer learning in two ways: i) within the course of learning 

practice, and ii) outside of actual ongoing practice as a means of knowledge storage (using a 

series of oral devices), coordinating group membership, and expressing class standpoints in 

activity. 

In Chapter 10, I focus on the material structures that face working-class computer 

learners. I discuss issues of standpoint in terms of these material structures of activity, and I 

draw on original analysis of large-scale survey data again to show class differences. I reflect, 

in particular, on the interacting genderlclass effects with examples that focus on the gendered 

dimensions of class experience in workplace learning, and the division of labour at home. I 

point to my own previous research that provides examples of how segmented labour markets 

and relations of language in the workplace also help to differentiate people's learning 

experiences in terms of race/class interactions. I critically evaluate recent Canadian computer 

access and use data (Nakhaie and Pike, 1998) and demonstrate how these results can be 

interpreted in the context of' my own sets of data. I also discuss how working-class people 

creatively respond to these material structures in the home, community and workplaces. 

In Chapter 11, I discuss the process of commoditication for its role in the 

coordination of computer learning from a working-class standpoint. Specifically, the chapter 

expands upon existing theoretical apparatus to show how class-relations are implicated in the 

commodity-form and the motive-structure of activity. Exchange-value orientations in activity 

are said to represent a process of incorporation into capitalist relations whereas use-value 

orientations are said to represent processes that can run tangential or in opposition to the 

logic of capital accumulation. 



Chapter 2 
Methods and Epistemology 

The old question, Which side are you on?, cannot be avoided. Openly taking sides at 
the start, when it is necessary to he on one side or the other, is not only the radical 
thing to do. It is the honest thing to do. And who, but those whose interests are hurt 
by the truth, would want us to be dishonest? ( O h a n ,  1993:177) 

In this chapter I outline the different methods, methodological considerations, types of 

analysis and subject selection used in this research. At the same time, I also want to show 

how the methodological decisions were closely related to content, standpoint and political 

alignment of the research as well. I want to indicate, however briefly, why the academic 

knowledge production process should be viewed reflexively. In short, I argue that research 

findings cannot be meaningfully understood separate from their modes of production. 

One of the most basic ways we can describe any research process is by recognizing it 

as composed of both 'process' objectives and 'content' objectives. The process ob.jectives of 

research tend to be more general in nature such as: verification, evaluation, prescription, 

description and understanding (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992:16). Content objectives on the 

other hand are thought to concern the specific object of study. However, as many social 

science researchers are now coming to understand, the process and content objectives are not 

only mutually reinforcing, they are in many ways mutually constituting. 

The research methods we choose say something about our views on what 
quaUies as valuable knowledge and our perspective on the nature of reality ... 
quantitative methods are, in general, supported by a positivist or scientific 
paradigm, which leads us to regard the world as made up of observable, 
measurable facts. In contrast, qualitative methods are generally supported by 
the interpretivist paradigm, which portrays a world in which reality is socially 
constructed, complex, and ever-changing. (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992:6) 

Epistemological and methodological commitments are directly linked to the topic of interest. 

What we understand as legitimate and useful knowledge directly bears on what we are 

willing to try to bring into view and attempt to understand through our research methods. In 

the work of Gouldner (1970) we see a discussion of reflexive sociology. Under this model of 

social science, one's interests and concerns become necessary features of accounts of data, 



and a legitimate part of the sociological text. It is through this type of reflexive activity that 

we can begin to talk about the ways that sociological work is deeply informed by actual social 

relationships, political struggles and the inescapably politicized dimensions of researcher and 

the researched. 

Topics in which we're interested, which we find legitimate and useful are also linked 

to beliefs of the nature of existence or the state of "being", and from this what is available to 

us as "knowledge". The notion of ontogenesis captures an in~portant part of this mutual 

constitution of aims, interest, methodology, epistemology and ultimately ontology. I begin 

this chapter with a reminder of these notions of interrelations within academic practice and 

ontogenesis to show these seemingly abstract concerns have very red, practical implications. 

2.1 A Multi-Disciplinary Approach 

The notions of social space, symbolic space, or social class are never studied in and 
for themselves; rnther, they are tested through research in which the theoreticai and 
the empirical are inseparable and which mobilized numerous methods of observation 
and measurement - quantitative and qualitative, statistical and ethnographic, macro 
sociological and microsociological (all of which are meaningless oppositions). 
(Bourdieu, 1998:2) 

Bourdieu's comments are a relevant way to begin a discussion of the way I have sought to 

make direct connections between the everyday achievement of ongoing practices and larger 

sets of social relations that shape working-class computer learning. I draw on several 

methods of data gathering to make visible the linkages between class relations and computer 

learning in different ways. Primarily, I depend on in-depth interviewing. However, I also 

draw on ethnographic observations (in the home and workplace), micro-analyses, and 

analysis of large-scale survey data. I argue that a multi-methodological approach is important 

in order to avoid essentialized understanding of learning by producing a broadly situated 

account; and, to avoid 'topic/resource confusion' where our ways of thinking/talking about a 

topic (which are resources for investigating the topic) becomes confused with the uctciul 

topic of the investigation. My experience has in fact reiterated that traditional fme-grained 

interactional analysis of actual "learning" practice (as developed in the 

ethnomethodological/conversation analytic (EMKA) traditions), ethnographic traditions, 
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large-scale surveys, and, in depth interviewing methods can be used effectively in a kind of 

dialogic process of investigation. 

Before getting into detailed descriptions of each of the methods I've used however, I'd 

like to provide a brief overview of how I've envisioned these different methods being 

integrated into a single, broad-based account. First, what I've called the methods of 'fme- 

grained' analysis offer a means to develop our understanding of what we are actually referring 

to when we talk about learning in everyday activity. So much literature on adult learning 

takes for granted the actual processes of "learning" that, to my mind, it remains a kind of 

'black box'. "Learning" just happens; people internalize "experience" unproblematically; 

internalized experience is meaningful in the same way to different people; and, internalized 

experience (somehow) becomes something we might call skill or knowledge. However, 

learning doesn't work in such an unproblematic and undifferentiated fashion. Rather, it is an 

inherently active, social process with both self-conscious and tacit dimensions. 

In Chapter 1, I presented a preliminary core defmition of learning that emerges from 

the neo-Vygotskian tradition and which acts as a point of departure for a critical 

formulations. However, it should be noted that defmition, delineation, and the way one 

'cordons off the phenomenon of learning is an important feature of studying learning. This 

is, at its core, the imposition of a scholastic mode of knowledge production and mustn't be 

understood as a necessary part of the topic itself. Related to this is an important point made 

by Smith (1987) involving the distinction between "phenomenon" and "problematic". In 

order to maintain an integrated analysis in which relations internal and external to the 

immediate practices remain co-present in the analysis, Smith prefers the term "problematic". 

For her, this clarification signals the fact that when performing the phenomenological shift 

(isolating an object of analysis or "bracketing" as phenomenologists call it), the interrelations 

and the broader social contexts of objects must remain intact, ever-present in our 

understanding of how the phenomena is constituted. It is a terminology that serves to remind 

us that the kind of abstraction that the phenomenological shift provides is an analytic feature 

and not a feature of the actual practices per se. 

The tacit dimensions of learning are an important methodological challenge for any 



theory. During an interview, for example, the tacit is, by defhtion, not open for self- 

conscious expression by interviewees. Neo-Vygotskian writers have made room for, though 

not fully explicated, the role of tacit knowledge in their approach to learning. Activity 

Theory, for example, approaches the issue primarily as a matter of operations (versus goal- 

directed actions) within activity. As the founder of Activity Theory, Leont'ev discusses the 

issue as revolving around the notion of 'psychic reflection', 'consciousness', thought, and so 

on. 

Thus when we are dealing with any activity - for example, learning - very little of 
what is perceived by the subject, and without which the carrying out of activity is 
impossible, is also actually recognized by him [sic]. In spite of what is apparent, what 
is actually recognized is only that which enters into the activity as a subject of one or 
another action that is carried out as its direct goal. (Leont'ev, 1978: 155) 

The relevance of the inclusion of an analysis of the tacit dimensions of learning is two-fold. 

First it directs our attention to a range of only half-acknowledged social processes which 

nevertheless play an important role in shaping how activity systems actually function and 

specific sets of social relations get reproduced. And second, this level of analysis directs our 

attention to yet another way of understanding how people are active agents in the production 

of activity even if this active participation is tacit and less self-conscious. 

One of the basic outcomes of the realization that there are important tacit dimensions 

to "learning in the everyday" involves the use of methodological and epistemological 

approaches that are relevant, reconcilable and/or conversant with conceptions of social 

actions that are not based simply on models celebrating the conscious, autonomous, rational- 

choice-making actor. Fine-grained analysis can be useful in this regard. At the same time, 

analyses of momeut-by-moment interaction do not typically provide access to how practice is 

situated in the broader context. In-depth interviewing offers a means of making the 

microlmacro linkages visible, yet it is prone to what I earlier described as "topic/resource 

confusion".' We should recognize that in-depth interviewing provides only an indirect type 

'~ imer  (1974) discusses ways of investigating Lhe notion of "organizations", but we can apply his 
comments tothis research by substituting the term "learning" for "organization" toundersmdhow 'topic/resource 
confusion' relates to interview materials that may broaden the social context. 

Plucked from its native ground, i.e. the worldof common sense, the concept of rational organization, and 



of access t o  the actual practices of computer learning in the everyday. This access is 

mediated by the language and local production of the interview which is a strip of activity in 

its own right. The interview process is, in this sense, a "language game", and it is vital to 

understand how these dynamics play an important role in both the analysis of data as well as 

the conduct of the interviewer (Mishler, 1986). 

In-depth and open-ended interviews in combination with ethnographic observation 

can, in my view, compliment micro-analytic perspectives, and provide a sensitivity t o  the 

larger contexts for ongoing interaction, whereas micro-analysis establishes linkages to the 

concrete production of material and social life in its complexity and local contingency. A 

dialogic and multi-methodological approach to investigating learning offers the o p p o r t u ~ t y  

t o  establish alternative programs of inquiry that can operate in the gaps between these 

traditions in a productive manner. 

2.2 In-Depth Interviewing2 

As I've indicated, in this research I rely primarily on  in-depth, open-ended interview 

Uieschematicdetermiliations that aresubsumed under it, aredevoidofinformation on how its termsrelate 
tofacts. Witliout ln~owing the structureof this relationship of reference, themeaning of theconcept and 
its terms cannot bedetermined. In this situation an investigator may useoneof Uiree research procedures. 
He [sic] can, for one thing, proceed to investigate formal organization while assuming that the 
unexplicated common-sense meanings of the terms are adequate definitions for Uie purposes of his 
investigation. In Uiis case, hemust use that which he proposes to study as aresource for studying it. He 
can, in the second inslance, attach Lo the terms a more or less arbitrary meaning by defining them 
operationally. In this case, the relationship of reference between the term and the facts to which it refers 
will be defined by tlie operations of inquiry. Interest in Uie actor's perspective is either deliberately 
abandoned, or some fictitious version of it is adopted. The investigator can, in the last instance, decide 
that themeaning of the concept, and of all the terms and determinations Ihat are subsumedunder it, must 
be discovered by studying their use in real scenes of action by persons whose competence to use them is 
socially sanctioned. (p.74) 

 he following is transcription notation Uiat will be used throughout this research: 
[ 1 interviewer's annotated comment, observation or addition to the transcript 
I interruption 

self interruption or break in flow of sentence 
? interrogative or upward intonation 
... material deleted for brevity 
I interviewer speaks 
It, R1, R2 interviewee or intemiewees speak 
Note: As mentioned briefly earlier, for the sake of anonymity, the specific pseudonyms, titles, towns and other 
identifying material have been selected, but which also suit particular elements of the individunls, places, 
neighbourhoods, etc. In addition, many of the"umms" "ahhs" and thenormal verbal routines of stopping, starting 
and repeating have been tidied up in an effort to make the quotations more readable. 



data. This in-depth interviewing is an example of what I referred to in Livingstone and 

Sawchuk (2000) as a "learning life-history" method which draws on, as the name suggests, 

life-history interviewing. 

The defiing element of the [life history] method remains its concern with 
understanding an individual's life history as an entry point into understanding 
society as a whole [or part]. (Watson, 1993:415) 

Issues of historical context, social standpoint, and the voice of subordinated groups are 

features of the interview process that life-history interviewing is specifically meant to make 

explicit. 

Anthropologists who recognize that, in writing culture, they structure and interpret the 
experiences of others, appreciate life histories because "the other" speaks for herself 
and describes her own experiences in them. Life histories interest scholars engaged in 
"oost-~ositivist cultural studies" because of their commitment to "lived exoerience" . . 
and to "developing insights and deepening understanding of the complexities and 
constructedness of culture through participation in forms of life where observer and 
observed become interlocutors (Conquergood, l987:2) .... To groups who have been 
ignored, to emergent collectivities who are just beginning to speak in their own name 
and to develop their own past and future, life histories are an important, perhaps 
essential, tool for formulating, publicizing, and pursuing change as we ll... life 
histories become important tools for reconstructing knowledge not only about them, 
but about the societ; of which they are part. ~ to r i& tell aboit society from particular 
vantage points. (McCall and Wittner, 1990:46-47) 

Beyond the notion of "topic-resource confusion", it is important to recognize other potentially 

problematic features of interviews. For example, the "interview" encounter is subject to 

range of (material and symbolic) power-differentials. Charlesworth (2000: 131-149) outlines 

issues specific to class differences in interviewing citing issues of subordination, 

authorization and symbolic violence that can occasion encounters between academics and 

working-class people. Mishler's important text in this area (1986) details a conception of 

interviewing that truly is a process of "interu-"viewing", i.e. the interrelation of people 

actively viewing (and producing views and accounts for) each other. Another dimension of 

these potential difficulties can be discussed in terms of discursive relations, 

... in which what is not yet spoken struggles dialogically to appropriate language 
sedknented with meaning before the moment in which she speaks. It is through and 
through saturated with the social relations, including the social relations of discourse, 



in which what is being spoken of is embedded as well as those of which the moment 
of speaking is part. (Smith, 1997:394) 

Smith is well aware of both these dimensions when she writes, for example, in her edited 

collection of Sally Hacker's work (1990:5), that with trained-sensitivities, interviewers can 

still gain a great deal by reading through the text which the interview encounter produces. 

Smith outlines the notion of "active listing" and the problem of interpretation of interview 

data as follows: 

The sirnplc notion of the everyday world as problematic is that social relations 
external to it are present in its organization. How then are their traces to be found in 
the ways that people speak of their everyday lives in the course of interviews of this 
kind. We do not expect them to speak of social organization and social relations. 
The methodological assumptions of the approach we are using are that the social 
organization and relations of the ongoing concerting of our daily activities are 
contutuaUy expressed in the ordinary ways in which we speak of them, at least when 
we speak of them concretely. How people speak of the forms of lifc in which they are 
implicated is determined by those forms of life. Wittgenstein opposed the 
philosophical practice of lifting terms out of their original home and their actual uses 
in order to explore their essence. I am taking the further step of arguing that the way 
terms are used in their original context, including their syntactic arrangements, is 
"controlled" or "governed" by its social organization and that the same social 
organization is present as an ordering procedure in how people tell others about that 
original setting. As interviewers we persuade people to talk about the everyday 
worlds in which they are active .... In the interview situation, the original setting is not 
operative, but registers as an underlying determinant of how the informant talks of the 
setting because it is the only way in which it makes sense to talk. Given that we do 
not disrupt the process by the procedures we use, open-ended interviewing should 
therefore yield stretches of talk that "express" the social organization and relation of 
the [original] setting. (my emphasis; Smith, 1987:188-189)3 

'ln Heap (1980), here is another explanatio~i of these types of "readings" of dam (one's own and that of 
others): 

... there is an avenue for discovering actual and therefore possibly recurring, reusable practices. That 
avenue is EM first-person research on properties produced and used by the researcher (cf. Heap, 1975). 
Taking Dorothy Smith's' nice turn of phrase (1978 [unpublished]), members' practices are our practices 
asmembers. Themethodologicalquestion is whether theinsideliteraldescription of acontingentpractice 
can be used to aid in the identification and description, when possible, of that practice from an observer's 
perspective ... (footnote 8, p.99) 



Building on these recommendations, my method is to "read through the accounts4 to make 

explicit the social organization of practice in the actual contexts of neighhourhood, pub, 

factory, and so on. 

Another way of understanding the relations between people's talk and their actual 

practices however can he taken from a variety of analyses of practice which I discuss 

throughout this research, including Orr (1996), Suchman (1987), Bourdieu (e.g. 1977), and 

Lave (1988). In these works, writers talk about a distinction between "canonical" or 

espoused practices and actual practices. A useful metaphor to explain the difference that 

Bourdieu uses is the comparison between a trip a person makes somewhere and the depiction 

that a standard road-map can provide of that trip. The formalized lines, distances, 

orientations and elevations provided by the map (i.e. canonical representations of practice) 

pale in comparison to the myriad of sense and interaction that make up actual practice. 

Bourdieu (1977) also speaks of the terms modus operarzdi versus opus operatum, i.e. the 

difference between viewing a task as it unfolds over time (modus operundi) versus the view 

of the same task in hindsight (opus operatunz) as a summary that displays a character and 

logic not present in the course of actual moment-by-moment interaction. As a 

methodological concern, diiliculties arise in the interview process in that interviewees 

themselves often use canonical descriptions of their practice which resists the kind of 

"reading through" procedures Smith (1987) suggests. 

The interviewing in this research typically involved several audio taped sessions per 

interviewee each lasting between 1-3 hours. Full, informed consent concerning the purposes 

and uses of the research was given (see appendices), and interviewees were encouraged to, as 

%he issues I cite here have some relation to what the EMlCA traditions refer to as "documentary 
processes" of cognition and perception (see Heritage, 1984) as well as the "indexical" nature of language: 

The activities whereby members produce andmanage settings of organized everyday affairs are identical 
with memters'prccedures formakingthosesettings'account-abld. The'reflexive', or'incarnate'character 
of accounting practices and account. makes up the crux of [this] recommendation. (Garfinkel, 1967:l) 

Garfinkel (1967:3), for example, begins his discussion ofaccounts bynoting thattheir'fit'totbecircumstances they 
describe is 'loose' and subject to adjustment by ad hoc devices - that accounts, like actions, are understood by 
reference to a mass of un-stated assumptions and that the sense of an account is heavily de~endent on the context . - 
of its production. The indefinitely - &d unavoidably - self-referential character of anything we can say "in-so- 
manywords" means that themeaning wemakein interviews mustnotbeunderstoodasdescribin~ actual practices - .  
but &her as running parallel and providing clues to them. 



much as possible, actively think aloud about how they understood learning itself as well as 

the actual computer learning practices in which they engaged. Beyond the type of active 

engagement, and clarification processes that take place within open-ended interviewing of 

this kind, the actual analysis of transcripts revolved around basic qualitative methods of 

sorting, coding and fu~ally the arrangement of key examples in the text. Through activities 

such as labelling transcripts, field-notes, and accompanying information, sorting specifc 

stretches of t a k  into emerging themes, and selecting the best examples of each, theoretical 

dimensions ate made explicit for critical reflection. When appropriate, further verifications 

were made on key themes and secondary materials examined. 

The lire-history interview clearly has the potential to produce not only long 

interviews, but deeply personal ones as well. This was one of the stated purposes of the 

method in that the interviewee, their life, their own perspectives and practices, and the types 

of social organization that they faced on an ongoing basis were placed at the very centre of 

the analysis. Interviews took place in location that interviewees felt most comfortable such 

as their homes, local hang-outs (coffee shops, pubs), and occasionally the workplace. This 

was also a means to make an immediate connection (for the analyst) to the informal contexts 

in which the kind of everyday learning (though not necessarily computer learning) took place. 

This produced the opportunity for, not just talk and reflection, but also demonstration of 

learning processes. People would often invite me to sit with them at their home computer, 

for example, to show me materials or equipment they were working with and so on. Though 

transcribed audio-tape hardly does them justice, the many examples of this type of "physical" 

demonstration provided important background to the analysis. 

2.3 Micro-Analysis of Computer Learning 

To compliment the interview data, I sought to integrate two micro-analyses of 

computer learning focussed on the moment-to-moment, local accomplishment of 

technologically mediated social interaction with the other qualitative and quantitative 

methods. I drew on traditions of analysis inspired by Gamnkel(1967) and Sacks, Schegloff 

and Jefferson (1974). Briefly, CA is concerned with the analysis of the interactional 

competencies which underlie ordinary conversational encounters (Heritage, 1984). CA is 



particularly concerned with the elementary role of sequencing and turn-taking in the course of 

verbal interaction. Sequential analysis is particularly important, as no analysis of utterances - 

not syntactic, semantic, or pragmatic - taken on its own out of sequence will yield their 

importance in use or will show what co-participants themselves might make of them: 

... conversation is informed by the general assumption - common to both speakers and 
hearers - that utterances which are placed immediately next to some prior are to be 
understood as produced in response to or, more loosely, in relations to that prior. This 
assumption provides a framework in which speakers can rely on the position of what 
they say to contribute to the sense of what they say as an action. (Heritage, 1984:261) 

At the same time, as I indicated above, micro-analytic approaches, including CA, are not, on 

their own, able to make explicit the historical and extra-local relations that are nonetheless 

co-present coordinators of them. As Cicourel has commented, 

[Tlhe key concept of adjacency-pairs in conversational analysis is not useful for 
understanding therapeutic discourse and the turn-taking issues do not become relevant 
for analysis of the discourse in question. An unresolved problem is that the content of 
the exchanges remilins of residual interest, being primarily a tacit resource for 
information rather than a topic for analysis. (Cicourel, 1981:55) 

CA cannot provide the sole basis for understanding the relevance of social interaction. 

However, the claims it can make with regard to how subjects are active producers of their 

interaction rather than mere judgmental dopes, and with regard to how learning is a process 

of collective, moment-by-moment construction, are nonetheless important for a full 

understanding of how activity systems actually function. 

In the frst case study the interaction of a pair of unemployed workers' in an adult 

education computer lab is examined. Detailed audiolvideo data were gathered and analysed 

for the organization of turn-taking in learning interaction sequences. The data includes over 

three hours of computer learning interaction which is analysed using a basic form of CA. 

Traditional CA is carried out on the data as outlined originally in Sacks, Schegloff and 

Jefferson's seminal work A Simplest Svstematics for the Oreanization of Turn-taking in 

Conversation (1974), but does not stop with the description of these turn-taking mechanisms. 

While turn-taking may or may not be a phenomenon worthy of investigation in its own right 

(Sacks et al., 1974:697), I've tried to contextualize this analysis as a dimension of the active 



production of computer-based activity systems more broadly. 

In the second case study (clerical work), I used a interactional mock-up of actual 

workplace activities and "organizational sequences of action". As I mentioned in the 

introduction, this case study showed how the social organization of wage-labour and specific 

computer software shape modes of participation and learning. The 'mock-up' is a basic 

technique that has been used successhlly by analysts facing similar constraints of access to 

the actual work site.5 It involves audio-taped explanations which make use of a full series of 

paper print-outs of computcr screenltexts from the workplace software. Using these print- 

outs the interviewee grounds her explanation in concrete activities and provides a level of 

access to tacit features of daily work activities and computer-mediated interaction. The 

mock-up technique allows several important features of actual interaction to be drawn out by 

providing a means of maintaining a focus in the interviews on concrete interaction with the 

screen-texts. The analysis of the data consisted of establishing how the clerical worker 

interacted with the specific fields of the computer software screens, and the effects these 

screens had in coordinating work activity. 

2.4 Ethnographic Observations of Computer Learning 

One of the other means by which educational writers, including Lave (1988), Lave 

and Wenger (1991), have sought to analyse learning is through detailed ethnographic 

techniques. Educational anthropologist Ogbu outlines the strength of ethnographic 

approaches this way, 

Contextual analysis entails viewing events within the matrix of their 
interconnections with other events (past, present, anticipated) and with their 
environments of occurrence (physical, socio-cultural, temporal). As such, it 
necessarily integrates processural [agency] and structural perspectives. (Ogbu, 
1991:195) 

Reflection on selected ethnographic studies of working-class home, community and work- 

based learning were essential as a general method of orienting to the contexts described in the 

'see Jordan andHenderson (1994) for an outlineof a similar mock-up techniquemaking useof'elici~tion' 
based on viewing tapes. BBdker (1996) makes use of a similar technique in the context of human-computer 
interface. 



course of my research interviews. This method sensitized and oriented notions of relevancy 

that interviewees relied upon but could not always express. My earlier comments about the 

importance of understanding social context emphasize the importance of ethnographic work 

as a means of developing the shared store of tacit knowledge, understandings, and so on 

which are essential for the successful co-creation of an interview encounter. I kept detailed 

notes on encounters, including visits to workplace, homes, union halls and so on, and where 

there was an interview integrated key quotes with these notes at the next available 

opportunity. 

2.5 Reflections on Large-scale Survey Data 

Finally, in an effort to develop a full appreciation of class relations, learning and 

computer practices beyond the local settings, I reflected on selected large-scale SUNey reports 

and original data. Specifically, I assess the class differences surrounding computer access 

and use, favoured methods and social systems of learning, and differences in the material 

resources typically available for working-class versus ownershiplmanagerial class 

respondents. Reviewing other large-scale computer accessluse studies (particularly the recent 

work of Nakhaie and Pike, 1998) and carrying out my own statistical analyses of data derived 

from the NALL Canadian Survev of Informal Learning (see Livingstone, 2000 for complete 

description of survey) I compare different class groupings on an aggregate level. The NALL 

survey samples 1560 respondents, however for the purposes of relatively clear comparison, 

I've utilized a specific formula to narrow down the respondents into two class groupings 

which only involve 612 of these respondents. 

Drawing on the NALL survey data, I use a statistical formula developed by 

Livingstone and Hart and explained fully in Livingstone and Mangan (1996). This formula 

was created for use in the statistic software I used to malyse the data (SPSS 7.5). As I 

explain in the chapter where I first present this data, this formula is based on a modified 

Marxist model of social class which is rooted in relations of production differentiating those 

who purchase and those who sell labour power in order to survive. Technically speaking, the 

"capitalist class" of large-scale employers, however, is quite small (less than 2% of the 

NALL survey sample). Therefore, in order to provide greater statistical significance to 



comparisons between classes I include corporate executives and managers with this group of 

large-scale employer class to form a "capitalist class grouping". Likewise I include industrial 

and non-industrial workers together to generate a "working-class grouping". 

2.6 Selection of Subjects 

This study primarily examines the learning experiences of the employed, industrial, 

working-class in Southern Ontario, Canada. Initial contact with interviewees was made 

through subjects' involvement with the "Working-Class Learning Strategies" (WCLS)6 

project at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. Selection for the WCLS project and 

this research depended one's position as a wage-labourer. In formal terms, workers in these 

industrial sites are extremely low in terms of "the hierarchical control over prod~ction".~ 

The original selection of subjects into the WCLS project also involved attempts to gain 

representative samples in terms of gender, occupation (i.e. skilled, unskilled), department, 

age, and union activism which is likewise reflected in the sample used in this research. 

Status as an employed, industrial manufacturing worker is by no means the only 

category through which we can investigate class relations and working-class standpoints. 

Rather relations of social class can take on a myriad of concrete forms including working- 

class unemployment. Indeed, I am well aware of the fact that in core industrialized countries, 

the great working-class communities, centred around a large, relatively stable manufacturing 

facility are on the wane. Given this we might ask ourselves about the relevance of a study 

that begins with a focus on such a group? The relevance of the study of this group rests, first 

of all, in an understanding that the underlying set of objective class relations in capitalist 

society remains the same for this and any other working-class group despite the different 

concrete ways in which they are lived. In my analysis, I am careful to relate the practices I 

analyse not simply as discrete phenomena in their own right but as linked to these underlying 

relations. Perhaps more inlportantly however, the industrial working-class are the primary 

%he "Working-Class Learning Strategies in Transition" project headed by Dr. David W. Livingstone 
(SSHRC funded). See Livingstone and Sawchuk (forthcoming) for further details. 

'see explanation in Livingstone and Mangan, 1996 for a brief outline of these criteria and their 
relationship with class theory. 



focus of this research because it is here that the polarization of ownership and control is well 

establish historically, and it is here we can expect to fmd specifically class-based relations of 

both domination and resistance most developed. The organized, industtial working-class 

remains an example of a formalized, resistant, class-based community. Its decline in core 

industrial countries is not as much a reflection of its own mistakes as it is a reflection of the 

recognition of capital that these forms of organization must be eliminated if accumulation is 

to continue to proceed unfettered. Indeed, it's my view that ifwe are interested in not only 

analysing class relations but also in analysing viable solutions to the reproduction of these 

relations, then we would be hard-pressed to fmd a starting point which would be as fruitful. 

Having said this, in terms of selection for this dissertation research specifically, 

participants can be broken into two basic groupings. The core participants selected were 

employed in industrial manufacturing operations in southern Ontario primarily within the 

industries of auto assembly, auto parts and chemical manufacturing. The majority of core 

interviewees would bc classified as either "semi-skilled" or "un-skilled" production workers. 

The un-skilled typically worked on an assembly line andlor operated a machine within a 

batch processing labour process. However, supplementing this core sample was a smaller 

sample of clerical, custodial, telecommunications workers who largely made up the 

household partners of the core interviewees. Interviews with these people were meant to 

broaden an appreciation for collective activity beyond the workplace and the trade union, but 

provide some additional insight into class relations in work settings beyond the factory. In 

addition, for the sake of some brief comparative analysis, interviews with a mini-sample of 

(self-reported) "upper-class" respondent's and corporate executives from the Toronto area 

were also considered. 

Formal, in-depth, loosely-structured, life-history style interviews were conducted with 

a sample of 73 people overall. The sample contained 42 males and 31 females with an 

average age 39 years (range of 22-65 years). The formal educational attainment, on average, 

was something just below a Canadian high school diploma with 26 people having attained 

this, 20 having dropped out previous to this, 5 having done a formal trade apprenticeship or 

technicians courses, and the remaining 22 people having gone on to complete varying levels 



of post-secondary schooling. 

In the table of interviewees (see appendices) I've also included people's self- 

designation of class status, which c o n f i e d  the dominant tendency (see Livingstone and 

Mangan, 1996) for people to claim "middle-class" status. Race and ethnicity status is of 

ancillary status in the research and is only drawn on briefly in discussions in Chapter 10 

where I reference earlier work (Sawchuk, 19998) on the effects of ethnicity and language on 

learning opportunity in the workplace. We see that racelethnicity backgrounds are diverse 

with only 35 respondents self-defming strictly as "Canadian". 

2.7 The Political Economic Context for Workers in Ontario (Canada) 

Before proceeding with a basic outline of the economic context in Canada, let me 

provide sample of descriptions of class life and the economic context from the perspectives 

of the working-class interviewees in this research. Despite the variation in the self- 

identification of social class when we scratch the surface we nevertheless see some strikingly 

clear descriptions of class distinction and dimensions of social alienation. For the 

interviewees cited below, for example, all described themselves as being middle-class (with 

R14b claiming social class distinctions did not apply to her). 

What do I do? I come home from work, I watch TV, I have my dinner, I go to bed, 
what kind of life's that? (R14b) 

Well it's not that I don't want to do [over-time], it's that I don't want to be made to feel 
that if1 don't do it that I'm going to be shoved down that corporate ladder even further 
and the fact of the matter is that you know it is expected of you that you give your 
110%. They even quote that to us you know, '100% is not good enough. We expect 
110% from you' and if you're not willing to do it, not willing to produce it then we'll 
find someone else who will. It's just really that cut and dry. (R18b) 

Like that big line-up for jobs at GM [General Motors Car company]. It's pretty brutal 
out there. You'll actually hear that kind of stuff from supervisors 'If you don't like it 
there's plenty of people out there who'd take your job'. The job market is brutal. 
There's over-qualitications and lack of jobs. It's all the debt that's on my mind, 
houses, cars. You're not a true Canadian unless you're in debt though so, I'm a true 
Canadian boy I guess. (R48a) 

I mean, who's solid nowadays, really? You know ... [my company] is one of the 
biggest, and they're still, I mean, they're laying off. (R5) 



Would I say that I'm interested in the job I'm doing? No. I'm doing it because the 
money's good ... You know it's like, 'I hear this job pays $20 an hour.' 'Well what do 
you do there? 'I don't know really - it's 520 an hour man. Who cares what the fuck I 
do.' (R29) 

As this research makes an attempt at contextualiziig the experiences and practices of 

interviewees, it is important to begin with some basic information regarding the socio- 

econ~mic situation for working people in Southern Ontario (Canada), that, in fact, gives rise 

to the comments, perspectives and experiences outlined above. 

This research centred around the learning-lives of working-class men and women. 

While many partners of core respondents and small number of secondary respondents worked 

in other sectors (mostly lower-tier service sector jobs), the core respondents were all 

employed in the manufacturing sector. However, the recessionary periods of 1980's and 

1990's in Canada, and in particular in Canada's industrial heartland of Southern Ontario, have 

put a great deal of stress on workers in terms of both the fear of unemployment and 

intensilication within the labour process itself. It is clear throughout the interviews that 

insecurities on the job and in the iabour market, and the intensification of work provide an 

inextricable backdrop for virtually all activities including, perhaps even especially in terms 

of, computer-based learning. 

In Canada, workers have experienced a relatively steady increase in unemployment 

following World War 11, with peaks of 12 and 11 percent official unemployment (actual 

unemployment is somewhat higher) in 1983 and 1993 respectively (the highest post- 

depression era point in Canada).' Across Canada, manufacturing employment, as a 

proportion of the workforce, has dropped by approximately 20% between 1981 and 1996. 

According to Krahn and Lowe (1998), this has been precipitated by both large-scale job-loss 

as well a shift toward service work during this fifteen year period. At the same time 

however, in Ontario manufacturing remains vitally important and employs more people than 

any other single sector. In 1996, approximately 18.5% of the Ontario workforce was 

'1n addition, duration of unemployment has also crept up with, for example. the late 1970's average of 
about 15 weeks, 21 weeks in 1985, and 28 weeks in 1996. Indeed, in 1996 about one-quarter of unemployed 
Canadians had unsuccessfully tried to find work for 6 months or longer (Krahn and Lowe, 1998). 



employed in the manufacturing sector with the next largest sector, educationihealthlwelfare, 

accounting for approximately 15.8% of the workforce (Krahn and Lowe, 1998). 

As interviewees indicated, in this period of economic restructuring it now takes two 

incomes to maintain a household, and the statistics clearly bear them out. A review of basic 

social and economic statistics in Canada in the 80's and 90's indicates, 

The economic restructuring path that Canada has chosen over the last decade has 
pushed real wages down, intensified work, created high unemployment, endangered 
the environment, decimated some industrial sectors and created others, increased part 
time employment and reduced government services ... It now takes twice the number 
of paid hours of work to maintain a household as it did twenty years ago. A large 
proportion of households now have two adult wage earners who are both working at 
higher levels of productivity, for long or irregular hours. Most adult wage earners, 
particularly women, are carrying two and sometimes three jobs: that is, one or more 
paid jobs as well as unpaid caring labour at home. (Communication, Energy and 
Paperworkers, 1994:2) 

The report goes on to indicate that the movement towards the dual earner household has been 

underway at least since the mid-70's and that this hits working-class households hardest. 

Indeed, it was estimated that the number of families living below the poverty h e  would 

increase by almost 80% if secondary earners withdrew from the labour force 

(Communications, Energy and Papenvorkers, 1994). The core interviews for this research 

centred around workplaces in three different manufacturing industries, below I provide a 

brief overview of the economic context in each. 

According to Industry Canada (1998), the micro-economic climate for auto assembly 

in Ontario is relatively stable. Constant threats of shifting trade law and rulings on key trade 

agreements by the World Trade Organization aside9, the company for whom the respondents 

in this research worked has posted record profits throughout the last ten years. Indeed, 

companies in the industry as a whole have en.joyed massive productivity growth in the 1990's. 

According to economist Jim Stanford (1999), between 1991 and the f i s t  qquarter of 1999 

productivity (measured as real value-added per employee) grew by an incredible 80% 

' ~ t  the time of this printing, the World Trade Organization was in the process of providing aruling on 
acornplaintput forth by the Japmeseautoindustryconceming thecanada's "AutoPact" tradeandtariffagreement. 
This ruling has the potential to affect job and invesbnent levels in the Canadian auto assembly as well as the auto 
parts industry considerably. 



exceeding expectations, and contributing to further product mandates in Canadian plants. 

However, the employer has undertaken what is called "lean production" (constant cost 

reduction programs and work intensification) and workplace rationalization. Indeed at the 

time of the interviews, the president of the Canadian wing of the company (General Motors) 

was quoted as saying, 

In response to competitive pressures and global events General Motors has embarked 
on a restructuring of its operations to reduce cost, improve quality and bring products 
to market that reflcct state-of-the-art design and technology. In this regard, our 
Canadian car assembly plants have been leaders in the implementation of lean 
manufacturing processes, to eliminate waste and increase productivity in our 
operations. (quoted in Roth, forthcoming) 

Globalization, inter-corporate competition and technological change would seem to have 

made it necessary for auto manufacturers to rationalize their assembly operations to a degree 

never before realized, and these issues have an active presence in the plans and activities of 

workers in this research. 

In terns of the auto parts manufacturing plants in this research (there were two), the 

fust one involved workers from a medium-sized, unionized plant (100-120 workers). 

Workers at this plant described workplace rationalization, reorganization and intensification 

initiatives coupled with an unpredictable cycle of lay-offss, call-backs, and creeping 

unemployment through attrition. This workplace was highly polarized occupationally with 

workers split into a small but stable trades and technicians group (mostly men), and a larger 

group of operators (mostly women) who experienced heightened insecurity, tight discipline, 

narrowly defined work and wage stagnation. In addition, more than half these hourly waged 

workforce were English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) workers. The second auto parts plant 

was a somewhat larger but non-unionized plant (600 workers). In contrast to the previous 

auto parts plant, this one was owned by a large, transnational corporation with diversified 

operations on five continents. Here computers had begun to be heavily involved in 

automated production, and, in contrast, to the f i s t  plant, nine out of ten workers were white, 

english-as-fist-language, men. 

The broader context of the auto parts industry in Canada provides further information 



for our understanding of working life at these specific workplaces. On the surface, the auto 

parts and accessories sector in Canada is in a healthy state of employment growth with levels 

having more than doubled in the last two decades." The auto parts industry has, in fact, 

benefited from the movemcnt of employment away from the mostly unionized auto-assembly 

plants (Auto Parts Manufacturing Association, 1996) where wages and benefits were 

comparatively high. However, at the same time there is a consolidation process occurring in 

the industry as greater, capital-intensive operations are required including product 

development, greater quality assurance, and most significantly according to Industry Canada 

reports (1997), full warranty responsibility. These additionai functions clearly favour the 

larger fums. The overall result has been that since the mid-eighties the number of Tier 1 

suppliers (both the company in this research) to auto assemblers has contracted radically from 

approximately 2500 in 1985 to a projected 375 in 2005 (APMA Report, 1997) with such 

multi-national giants as Magna, the Woodbridge Group, A.G. Simpson, TRW and ABC 

Group coming to dominate the national market. All this suggests a dynamism in the sector, 

yet at the same time, one which has translated into insecurity for large numbers of workers. 

According to Statistics Canada, the Canadian Chemical industry as a whole is riding a 

long wave of increasing domestic demand and stable market pricing which, after a slight dip 

in the f i s t  half of the go's, have been accompanied by generally stable employment levels and 

renewed capital investment (Industry Canada, 1997). Indeed, continued growth in all of these 

areas is projected into the near future. 

The specific company where the chemical workers in this research were employed has 

been a staple in the Financial Post's top 200 net sales, has recorded dividend increases for the 

last 26 years straight (indeed they've paid dividends uninterrupted since 1899) and has 

demonstrated stable employment and strong growth primarily on the strength of its North 

10 Yeas - Em~lWmeIIt Levels 
1965 31,900 
1975 42,600 
1985 84,400 
1990 86,400 
1995 100,600 
1996 92,500 

(Source: Ward's Automotive Reports, 1111997) 



American operations.'' Despite the seemingly positive working and learning environment 

that these conditions would suggest, as we'll see in the course of the analysis workers at the 

chemical pl6r.L continue to struggle against work intensification and a clear sense of 

insecurity to which they respond with a concern over issues of training, education and 

workplace learning. 

Considering the context of workers in all three industries, the seeming stability of 

productivity and record profit-making should not distract us from the pressures they feel on a 

daily basis. Automation is a particular, ongoing threat to workers' livelihoods. North 

American companies continue to downsize irrespective of growing productivity, profit levels 

and capital investment (see Merrifield, 1999). These dynamics are, in fact, endemic to the 

capitalist mode of production, and provide the backdrop for in te~ewees '  daily life activities 

including those involving computer learning. 

2.8 Power Relations in the Research Process 

In this fmal section of Chapter 2 I think it is important to say a few words about the 

inherent power relations within the research process. I am positioned as an academic 

researcher (as well as a white male) within a larger web of historical power relations. 

However, I do not speak only from these standpoints. Rather, like the respondents I've 

worked with most closely, I can also speak from a type of political vantage point that arises 

from the point of dialogue between two specific types of working-class standpoint: 

traditional proletariat standpoint of the interviewees on the one hand, and my own intellectual 

proletariat standpoint on the other. I raise these issues now as a means of introducing a final 

point which is related to methodological decisions that deal with the possible exploitation 

and appropriation of subordinate knowledge and experience. 

11 Chemical Industry Trends 
Year Employment GDP GDPEmployee C a p i t a l  

Invest. 
('000) (SM x '000) ($ x '000) ($M x '000) 

1992 91.1 7.2 79.1 1.7 
1994 84.3 7.9 93.6 1.3 
1996 84.6 8.2 96.5 1.4 
1997 84.8 8.2 97.0 1.9 
(Source: Statistics Canada, SIC:371 "Canadian Chemical Industry Statistics Handbook", 1997 
http://strategis.ic.gcCu (Industry Canada)) 



I believe that the methodological choices I've outlined here offer an important means 

of attempting to resist this exploitation. Certainly one of the most elementary issues of 

exploilation involves the faithful expression of the "voice" of participants. The idea of 

working-class voice is an important issue within this research. And, as authors such as Ridell 

(1992), Fryer (1993), Lynch and O'NeU (1994) and others have pointed out in their critiques 

of class analyses, virtually all research has the potential to colonize subordinated groups. As 

an opening attempt to resist the exploitation of the academic text, I take very seriously and 

apply quite literally the Vygotskian notion that words reflect consciousness (Vygotsky, 1987). 

Following this, I try to provide extended strips of talk in the text which are meant to include 

elements of a situated consciousness that cannot be fully articulated (or appropriated by) the 

academic text. In this regard, in-depth, learning life-history interviewing in particular offers 

important opportunities for the words and thoughts of respondents to be expressed more fully 

and faithfully. Importantly, these strips of talk also include the talk of the interviewer, which 

allows the reader to see the words and to some degree the course of interaction from which 

the conclusions and analyses arise. 

One way of discussing the importance of the voice of subordinate groups in research 

is expressed in the work of Spender (1987). In this work, naming is understood as both a 

theoretical concept and a political strategy. 

... the means whereby we attempt to order and structure the chaos and flux of existence 
which would otherwise be an undifferentiated mass. By assigning names, we impose 
a pattern of meaning which allows us to manipulate the world. (1987:163) 

Freire also advocates "naming" as a mode of counter-appropriation of experiences and 

meaning. For Freire (1987), naming is a way to engage all participants in an essential form of 

liberatory social action. It is a way for subordinate groups to appropriate meaning so as to 

assert control over and against oppression. Though naming is important, however, we should 

not overstate its importance in the research process. Methods of selection, systems of 

relevance and exclusion are at work even in the most straight forward presentations of data. 

Interviewee's ability to "name" that is partially made possible by open-ended interviewing, in 

fact, struggles with the institutional context of 'knowledge production". While I've 



attempted to make the interviewing process as transparent as possible, the struggle against the 

institutionalized knowledge production process remains, admittedly and perhaps 

unavoidably, only partidy resolved. 



Chapter 3 
An Historical Materialist Review of 

Theories of Adult Learning 

[People] made clothes for thousands of years, under the compulsion of the need for 
clothing, without a single [person] ever becoming a tailor. (Karl Marx) 

Each time that in one way or another, the question of language comes to the fore, that 
signifies that a series of other problems is about to emerge, the formation and 
enlarging of the ruling class, the necessity to establish more 'intimate' and sure 
relations between the ~ h g  groups and the national popular masses, that is, the 
reorganization of cultural hegemony. (Antonio Gramsci) 

Is it possible that the way we t h i i  about learning is conditioned by a very specific complex 

of social relationships and historical assumptions? If it was, then we might notice that what 

stands for adult learning is less an expression of individual human capacities than it is an 

expression of the more general social organization of our society and the social tools that it 

has developed over time. As Marx observed almost a century and half ago, people made 

clothes for thousands of years before there ever was such thing as a tailor. Gramsci 

understood that words we used were very much integrated with how our society is organized, 

controlled and altered. Could it be that people developed knowledge and skills for thousands 

of years without ever being considered a "learner"? And, could it he that the imposition of 

the language of "learning" and the "learner" has signalled a specific process within the 

ongoing reorganization of a broader capitalist hegemony? 

The principal goal of this chapter is to briefly review several streams of contemporary 

adult learning theory in an effort to indicate dominant tendencies in the way many people 

(including professional researchers) think about learning. The purpose is to ground, over the 

course of this and the following chapter, an alternative approach to adult learning that will 

make visible the social relations, and processes of differentiation that go on within it. It 

represents the iirst step in understanding the relationship between adult learning and social 

class, and specifcally the working-class dimensions of computer learning. Before going any 

further however, a few comments on the concept of hegemony which is important to our 

understanding of dominant approaches to understanding adult learning. 



The term hegemony can express two types of power relations: the first describes a 

group's domination of over other groups; and the second describes a group's leadership. 

Raymond Williams (1976) outlines how the word's origins are rooted in political terms 

within the 19th century, closely linked to the idea of imperialism, and later, revolutionary 

activities. In later work Williams understands hegemonic relations, in contrast to structuralist 

forms of Marxism, as a conceptual means of understanding the totality of domination 

relations that corresponds to the "reality of social experience very much more clearly than any 

notions derived from the formula of base and superstructure" (1997:37). For Williams, 

hegemony represents a whole body of practices as well as expectations, assignment of 

energies, and ordinary understandings of the world in terms of meanings and values. In 

essence, the concept expresses relations of leadership and domination that produce a general 

sense of coordinated reality for most people. The term however is most associated with the 

original work of early 20th century Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci. To summarize, 

Gramsci used an historical analysis of specific periods of French and Italian society in order 

to refer to a system of alliances within a dominant "historical bloc". This bloc was dependent 

on what Gramsci referred to as the "powerful system of fortresses and earthworks" of civil 

society including the multitude of social, economic, cultural organizations, groups and 

corresponding ideologies amongst which there is significant room for compromise although 

only on non-hegemonic terrain (197 1:161). 

According to Williams, the notion of dominant, residual and emergent cultural forms 

dove-tails with the complexity of Gramsci's original formulations of hegemonic relations. 

... while retaining the epochal hypothesis, we can find terms which recognize not only 
'stages' and 'variations' but the internal dynamic relations of any actual process. We 
have certainly still to speak of the 'dominant' and the 'effective', and in these senses of 
the hegemonic. But we find that we have also to speak, and indeed with further 
differentiation of each, of the 'residuai' and the 'emergent', which in any real process, 
and at any moment in the process, are significant both in themselves and in what they 
reveal of the characteristics of the 'dominant'. (Williams, 1977:121-122) 

Williams's basic framework in conjunction with an understanding of hegemonic relationships 

provides a starting point for an understanding of the play of oppositional, alternative, and 

incorporated elements of people's real activity. It is a starting point for understanding how 



people's learning practices are not simply part of universal, value-neutral activities but have a 

specifrc and intimate relationship with the dominant political economic forms and tensions of 

the period. Williams's analysis of contemporary English cultural forms (e.g. organized 

religion, rural community, the monarchy) can be used to demonstrate the point that residual 

elements of each are incorporated into dominant, alternative and oppositional forms in actual 

practice. As W i a m s  notcs howevcr, much influential work in counter-hegemonic practices 

is historical (Williams, 1977), and this is not without problems. 

... this in turn has little effect unless the lines to the present, in the actual process of the 
selective tradition, are clearly and actively traced. Otherwise any recovery can be 
simply residual or marginal. It is at the vital points of connection, where a version of 
the past is used to r a t e  the present and to indicate directions for the future, that a 
selective tradition is at once powerful and vulnerable. Powerful because it is so 
skilled in making active selective connections, dismissing those it does not want as 
'out of date' or 'nostalgic', attacking those it cannot incorporate as 'unprecedented' or 
'alien'. Vulner~ble because the real record is effectively recoverable, and many of the 
alternative or opposing practical continuities are still available. Vulnerable also 
because the selective version of 'a living tradition' is always tied, through often in 
complex and hidden ways, to explicit contemporary pressures and limits ... often ideal 
in form, including complex elements of style and tone and of basic method, can still 
be recognized, demonstrated and broken. (Williams, 1977: 116-1 17) 

The notion of emergent forms of practice that lie in some form of opposition to a dominant or 

hegemonic bloc in the sense that Gramsci and Williams have described them, is an important 

starting point for this research. Fist,  the notion provides a basic framework for 

understanding the character of these alternative practices as oppositional to a complex of 

dominant presumptions. Building from this notion we can see that practices emerging from 

non-dominant social standpoints are not strictly reproductive of a particular hegemonic order. 

They can, at times, run tangentially to it and possibly even in direct opposition, yet in both 

cases represent an active, living process in which alternatives struggle against incorporation. 

In less abstract terms, we are talking about people's activity and leaming that is rooted in a 

process and/or directed to goals that either align with basic assumptions and structures of 

society, have little to do with these dominant assumptions and structures, or in some cases 

actively subvert major premises upon which the current societal order operates. In class 

terms specifically, we are talking about activity that is incorporated into systems of capitalist 



accumulation and labour processes, are somehow outside this logic, or oppose it in some 

way. In this fust sense we focus our attention on the relationship between the relationship 

between working people's practices and capitalist hegemony. A second way the notion of 

hegemonic relations and emergent social practices and perspectives provide a starting point 

for this research however involves dominant ways of conceptualizing adult learning, and 

focuses our attention on the language or discourse of learning. The opening quotation from 

Gramsci highlights the fact that concepts, as they are integrated with actual practices, can 

ratlfy deep historical continuities, and become important at key moments in particular 

periods. While I will return to the first application later in the thesis, here I want to argue that 

the very first step in an analysis of working-class dimensions of adult learning is to recognize 

that there are in fact several articulating, tendencies that together form a discourse-based, 

theoretical version of a dominant, hegemonic bloc. 

The concept of hegemony is useful for understanding features of adult learning theory 

and practice because it brings into view an alliance of articulating interests and perspectives 

that offer means of sorting relevant from non-relevant features of daily practice. The result is 

a more or less stable system of interlocking tendencies. This alliance represents a system of 

relevancy that privileges certain practices and forms of activity while obscuring, denigrating 

or denying others forming a type of "Capitalist Leanzing Hegemony" (CLH). Of course, this 

notion is not a hard and fast claim. Rather, I use it as a kind of research heuristic, a working 

formulation that allows systematic reflection on the most stable elements of our discourses on 

the learning process. Given this qualifkation, I defme CLH a s  a general set of theoretical 

tendencies that have a continuity with Capitalist political economy as analysed originally by 

M m .  This formulation allows adult learning theory to be understood as an articulating set of 

central assumptions that reflect and make a major contribution to the ways that both 

professional and laypeople think about learning which in turn acts to shape practice. The 

notion of CLH suggests an order to what, in the context of academic practice, may seem to be 

a dispersed set of competing theoretical interests and research programs. The activation of 

these tendencies is similar to the process that Latour (1987) described in his notion of 

"inscription" in which a set of articulating assumptions represent a specific mode of 
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understanding and representation of social reality by which control, domination, and the 

compliance of others is ultimately achieved. 

The three central tendencies that I trace in the course of this brief review of adult 

learning literature below are as follows: i) individualist and cognitivist tendencies; ii) 

universal and ahistorical tendencies; and, iii) fonnal learning/schooling, experthovice and 

pedagogical tendencies. Together with what I discuss in the following sub-section as "class 

deficit theorizing" (e.g. Livingstone, 1994; Livingstone and Sawchuk, 2000; forthcoming), 

this system of tendencies produces a powerful form of class bias which can be seen to 

contribute to dominant ways of viewing, understanding, acting upon, strategiziig about, 

policy-making for adult education and adult learning. The identification of these types of 

tendencies is not, of course, all that novel. Indeed, this system of critique parallels Marx's 

own methodical critiques of philosophy. It is in these writings that notions of individualist 

and universalist philosophy are consistently identified as central components of a bourgeois 

philosophy, a bourgeois social science, and even a more general bourgeois worldview. 

In terms of theories of adult learning specifically, however, we should begin with a 

clarification concerning whether we are talking about the concept of "learning" as a state of 

being (gerund verb form) or "learning" as a process (active verb form). As has been pointed 

out (Thomas, 1991), while this distinction appears elementary, it continues to have important 

methodological and theoretical implications. In fact, the distinction is in many ways a 

microcosm of competing theories of social reality and social action that underlie any theory 

of learning. In this research, I focus on relations of computer "learning" in the everyday as a 

an activeprocess. Learning as outcome is generally referred to as skills and knowledge. In 

this research, I tend to provide learning as outcome a very specific conceptualization the most 

prominent of which include 'habitus' and 'common sense'. Principally, however, I detail 

how learning must be understood as a form of active social practice rooted specifically in 

capitalist social life. The notion of learning I use is through and through an historical and 

social-relational one rooted in the political economic forces of this period. Marxists, of 

course, have a particular interest in drawing distinctions between historical as opposed to 

epochal features beginning with the distinctions that Marx himself outlines in The Grundrisse 



(1 858/1978:222-227). These distinctions are helpful in terms identifying the class-based 

character and broader structures of learning practices. 

A major critique I make of many of the theoretical programs I discuss below is the 

lack of systematic empirical work. Taylor (1997), in fact, provides us with an important 

example of this tendency in hi examination of Mezirow's Transformative Learning Theory 

which is arguably one of the more prominent theories of adult learning currently available. 

Interesting as these discussions have been, there is almost no discussion (in 
publication) about transformative learning theory as a viable model for adult learning 
or about implications for practice based on empirical studies. (35) 

As Taylor goes on to outline (1997:35), it is not clear whether the problem originates with 

scholars, their publication habits or their publication vehicles. There is a palpable lack of 

empirically-based work that seeks to critically evaluate the problematic of "learning" itself 

either in terms of established theoretical tradition or in efforts to build new ones. While part 

of the reason for this is certainly related to the exemplary traditions in Adult Education to 

emphasize practical engagement with learners (e.g. Spencer, 1998) as opposed to theorizing 

about them, we are left with a lagging set of theoretical traditions with which to re-invigorate 

new forms of critical and progressive social change. 

3.1 Cultural Deficit Theories of Soda1 Class 

Before entering into a review of relevant adult learning theory, it is important to 

briefly consider dominant perceptions of working-class capacities and working-class cultural 

forms. Dominant accounts of working-class culture have an important reciprocal relationship 

to the type of hegemonic tendencies I wish to trace. As we noted in Livingstone and 

Sawchuk (2000), for most academic researchers and teachers today "working-class culture" is 

devoid of positive signitic'ance. Though it is obvious that people remain dependent on the 

wage-system even in increasingly globalized forms of capitalism, many regard issues of 

"social class" as increasingly irrelevant. Cultural forms, expressions, perspectives, 

dispositions of subordinate groups including the working-class are portrayed as merely 

oppositional (reactive and uncreative) and episodic (centred around specific events, strikes, 

protests, etc.) in major media, at the same time that the destabdisation of working-class 



communities by capitalist reorganization continues to threaten capacities for concerted 

collective representation (Scccombe and Livingstone, 1999). The resulting phenomenon is 

that in both popular media and intellectual spheres, working-class agency in active and 

creative cultural forms is largely denied, denigrated or ignored. 

Important examples of this type of approach can be found in elements of ihe work of 

Bourdieu (1984; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) and Bernstein (1974; 1990; 1996)'. Both can 

hc secn to express versions of a "cultural capital" theory and both have drawn on basic 

Marxist language in developing their approaches to class relations, with Bernstein at times 

drawing explicitly on the work of Vygotsky himself. A critical appreciation of their 

contrihutions is needed in order to move beyond the limits of a cultural capital theory of class 

relations and learning. 

In the context of learning activities specifically, both authors place an emphasis on 

forms of class-specific cultural knowledge, sophisticated vocabularies and grounded 

empirical investigation of how class reproduction, schooling and learning are intertwined. 

Children of the affluent classes, who have acquired familiarity with bourgeois cultural forms 

at home (through exposurc to their parents' knowledge, manners and linguistic practices) are 

scen to possess the means of appropriating school knowledge relatively easdy. Both authors 

insist that the cultural and linguistic tools imparted to upper and middle-class account for 

their systematically differentiated rates of success in schooling. Working-class kids, in 

contrast, fmd their unfamiliarity with these cultural forms to be a major obstacle to successful 

school performance. 

Turning to the work of Bourdieu specifically, it is important for this research to 

distinguish two key dimensions. Amongst the variety of insightful engagements with 

Bourdieu's work available (Harker, Mahar and Wilkes, 1990; Calhoun, LiPuma and Postone, 

1993; Livingstone, 1999; Bohman, 1999) several authors have been quick to observe that 

Bourdieu seeks to provide, on the one hand, a perspective on "practical reasoning" (e.g. 

 he recent work of Charlesworth (2000) seems to build on this same tradition utilizing a Heideggerian 
perspective. L i e  Bourdieu, Charlesworth offers an exfremely sensitive account of themost dominatiug elements 
of working-class 'being-in-the-world', but offers little in terms of the ways that subordinate groups can produce 
openings, forms of resistance, and so on. 



Bourdieu, 1998) and social action in the everyday, and on the other a traditional social 

scientific account of the production of meaning which explicitly gives rise to his "cultural 

capital" thesis. As I discuss more fully in the next chapter, while the former is useful to us 

here, many of the problcms of the latter aspect revolve around the inter-relations of two of 

Bourdieu's central concepts (Calhoun, 1993): "capital" and "field". 

Bemstein's arguments specifically highlight class-based differences in "elaborated 

and "restricted" linguistic codes which cause differential levels of routinization and 

predictability of speech, i.e. "the extent to which each facilitates (elaborated code) or inhibits 

(restricted code) an orientation to symbolize intent in a verbally explicit form" (197425). 

For Bernstein, these are windows into social capacities for expression and self-control which 

are dominated (and rewarded in schooling) amongst the middle-class students. However, in 

these formulations we see a range of narrow assumptions about legitimate forms of social 

organization and cultural practice: elaborated codes align with the assumption of 

individualist, even competitive contexts; restricted codes align with social cohesion and 

consensuaYnegotiated contexts. While fuller critiques of Bernstein's work can be found in 

Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller (1992) and Sadovnik (1995) - the underlying dynamic is 

captured by White and Siege1 (1984: 275) in their comment that the former emphasizes the 

"I" while the later emphasi-~es the "we" orientation toward social action. 

To their credit, both Bourdieu and Bernstein have carried out extensive, empirically 

grounded verification and refmement of their work. Both have made important contributions 

to the explication of relations of class reproduction, but as Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller 

(1992: 16-18) outline, their accounts remain one-dimensional, functionalist descriptions of the 

status quo rather than real explanations of it. As I'll demonstrate throughout this research, 

working-class computer learning practices are undertaken by creative, energetic and skilled 

people operating from specific class-histories, in specific social and material contexts and 

within a specific phase in advance capitalism in Canada. The processes of reproducing class 

relations, or specific relations of learning are never foregone conclusions, but as I emphasized 

at the beginning of this chapter, fraught with residual and emergent practices that resist 

incorporation. As E.P. Thompson (1963) has remarked, the working-class were present at 



their own making! And, so too are the working people in this research actively present in the 

construction of their own learning lives. 

3.2 Adult Learning Theory 

White others have drawn together more general reviews of adult learning theory 

which are highly relevant (c.g. Boud, 1989; Selman and Dampier, 1991; Hart, 1992; 

Mezirow, 1991a; 1996; Usher, Bryant, Johnston, 1997) and broader coverage can be found 

there, the goal of this chapter is to specifically evaluate approaches to adult learning, on the 

one hand, for their relationship to the dominant bloc of tendencies identified earlier on as 

CLH, and on the other, for their capacity to contribute positively to a retheorization of 

learning from an active, working-class standpoint. 

The theoretical approaches that I deal with below are selected based on a combination 

of contemporary importance within the literature, andlor for their constructive capacity for 

relating to learning in everyday contexts with some recognition of alternative standpoints. 

The basic theoretical approaches I evaluate in this chapter include the following: Andragogy 

(Knowles, 1970; 1975; 1977); Self-Directed Learning (Tough, 1967; 1979); Transformative 

Learning (Mezirow, 1991; 1994); CriticalIRadical Pedagogy (Giroux, 1983; Livingstone, 

1987); and the notion of conscientization in the work of Freire (1970; 1996). 

In beginning the discussion of adult learning, I think it's important that we first make 

brief mention of the work of Malcolm Knowles and specifically hi notion of Andragogy: 

"the science and art of helping adults to learn" (1980:43). It is in many ways a seminal piece 

of theoretical work in the field of adult education. The important piece of Knowles's 

argument for the purposes of this thesis is his claim that adults are more or less autonomous 

beings whose learning practices take place within a developmental and social context very 

different from that of children. This offers a basic starting point for an analysis of learning 

that begins to differentiate amongst people rather than merely assuming a type of universal 

experience. Knowles's notion of this difference centres around the concept of children's 

physical as well as emotional-cognitive development in comparison to adults. As others have 

pointed out, however (e.g. Hartree, 1984; Tennant, 1986; Pratt, 1993), the notion of the 

autonomous adult requires considerable clarification beginning with what Selman and 



Dampier identlfy as its uncritically "humanist psychology" foundation (1991:33). Indeed 

Welton's (1995) comments that individual adult autonomy must be situated in socio-historical 

context is particularly appropriate to the type of argument I'm trying to make here. In order 

to have relevancy today, theories of adult learning must continue to seek to come to grips 

with the nature of specih historical and social as well as simply developmental differences 

as they relate to learning. In Andragogy there is simply no means to make any such further 

differentiations. Nor, in Knowles, is there explicit questioning of the assumption of 

institutionalized adult learning as adult learning appears to necessarily includes a kind of 

expert facilitator. Learning without such facilitators, as well as tacit learning in the everyday, 

is not explained. Though Andragogy is an important historical part of the field of adult 

learning, for over two decades serious critiques have been raised. Recently, Draper (1998) 

has evcn offercd the suggcstion that, in fact, Andragogy was not even a "theory of learning" 

at all but rather simply a delineation of phenomena from which theory might possibly 

emerge. As is seen throughout much of the Adult Education literature (variations in the types 

of pedagogical and expert knowledge forms required aside) the presumptions of a type of 

individualism and autonomy (see Keddie, 1980 for another formulation of this same 

observation) is often observable. From this basic perspective, action and activity begins, and 

for the most part ends, from the standpoint of the autonomous, adult individual. On this 

point postmodern theorists have perhaps been most incisive in their critique (e.g. Usher et al., 

1997), though a variety of others have come to similar conclusions (e.g. Welton, 1995; 

Garrick, 1996; Scott, 1998; Chovanec, 1998). 

One of the people most identitied with the theorization of the autonomous, informal, 

and 'self-directed' adult learning outside of Knowles himself is M e n  Tough (1967; 1979). 

Developing in a sort of dialogue with earlier empirical work of Houle (1961) as well as 

Knowles (1970), Tough sought to understand and identify adult learning as the ways in which 

adults seek to produce some "lasting change in himself [sic]" (1979:6) through conscious 

self-directed learning projects. The relatively far reaching effects of Tough's work, to my 

mind, can be read as a testimony to the relevance of the development of a 

empiricalltheoretical program of inquiry in Adult Education. Moving the object of inquiry 



beyond the reach of the facilitator and into the realm of the everyday led Tough to document 

the massive extent to which adults "learn" outside formalized settings. Tough (1979) 

specifically estimated that people regularly undertook a median of eight distinct learning 

projects yearly which account for anywhere from just under 100 hours per year to as many as 

2000 (average = 500 hourslyear). Such research has been correctly recognized as seminal 

(Percy, Burton and WithnalI, 1994). Like Knowles however, Tough's work requires some 

important clarifications. In the fust instance, beyond his sampling of a range of occupational 

groupings from factory workers to university professors (1979), Tough's research is largely 

class, gender and race-blind. Power relationships, systematic distribution of time, resources 

and human energy, all display significant structuring effects (and express class, race and 

gendered dimensions) on self-directed learning but remainZ beyond Tough's self-duected 

learning theory. Women learners in Tough (1979), for example, appear as relatively 

disengaged whereas closer examination of women in, for example, Hart (1995) and Sawchuk 

(1999a), Livingstone and Sawchuk (2000; forthcoming) reveal them to be at the centre of a 

complex set of negotiations of cultural as well as material constraints in their daily lives. 

Indeed, though often scattcred throughout the narrow openings of time and physical energy in 

their daily lives, working-class women could nevertheless be seen to engage in a number of 

learning activities. In both Knowles and Tough, learning is viewed as an act de f~ t ive ly  

individualized, internalized, conscious and psycho-physical in character. Learning outside 

the direct, unmediated and conscious control of the autonomous individual is not registered. 

There is little room for making explicit (through their concepts) the effects and operations of 

local collectivities and informal groups, nor is there any theory of how even seemingly 

individualized processes of learning are socially mediated by cognitive, linguistic as well as 

physical tools. While Tough's work is a pioneering attempt to chip away at particular 

elements of CLH, namely its formal learning and pedagogical biases, it nevertheless remains 

aligned with the dominant theoretical bloc in other ways. 

A focus on learning in the everyday has been in the process of emergence in 

2~ased on Tough's conference presentation, New Approaches to Lifelong Learning research Network 
(February 1998 - Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto, Canada). 



professional scholarship for some time in the variant guises of informal, incidental, natural, 

vicarious, experiential, and self-directed learning. In his review of the adult learning 

literature in this area, Rossing (1991) concludes: 

Most of these studies are notable, however, for the absence of any guiding or 
emerging the0 ry.... [Tlheory pertaining directly to informal incidental learning from 
experience was not available ... (46-47) 

Rossing tells us that the field of adult education, at least up until the early 1990's, was led by 

an energetic, if generally atheoretical, group of scholars, including men such as Knowles and 

Tough, amongst whom traditional humanist, psychologically-based approaches tended to 

dominate. 

Certainly one of the more heavily discussed contemporary formulations of adult 

learning theory is Mezirow's theory of transformative learning (1991a; 1991b; 1994; 1996). 

It attempts to build on Jiirgen Habermas's critique of modern rationality translating it into the 

context of adult learning. This is a sustained attempt to apply the work of the Frankfurt 

School's leading contemporary voice, and has generated a great deal of lively scholarly 

discussion (Newman, 1994: Welton, 1995; Taylor, 1997; Scott, 1998; Cranton, 1998). As in 

Habermas (1984:VoI.l & 2), Mezirow centres discussion on ideal relations of communicative 

action which Mezirow claims, through his study of university-level continuing education 

students, are key to understanding learning that synthesizes the disparate and competing 

forms of rationality. Though providing a relatively thoughtful reading of Habermas's basic 

formulation as well as an important linkage to relevant social theory, Mezirow leaves a good 

deal of the theory behind, and even goes so far as to state the need to disconnect his theory of 

transformative learning from the actual specificities of real, concrete situations. As in the 

discussion of Knowles and Tough above, in this approach we are left with what Newman 

(1994) has correctly described as a vision of free-floating communicators, unfettered by 

material constraints or issues of class, race or gender. Hart's (1990; 1993) critique of 

Transformative Learning theory centred around Mezirow's insufficiently problematized 

universali~m.~ Mezirow's preference for the lofty heights of high abstraction over the dirty 

3~esp i te  his claims to Ule contrary in his early response to critics (Mezirow, 1991b) 



specificity of material life (Mezirow, 1994) invariably leads him to considerable sacrifices 

conceptually. In many ways, we are faced here with both the power and somewhat 

problematic contribution to learning which CriticaYRadical Pedagogy attempted to make 

several years earlier: the concretization of critical social theory in the form of a coherent 

method of understanding educational practice both within and beyond the classroom. 

Mezirow's formulation is styled as emerging in defence of universal rationality 

(unproblematically translatcd into notions of social justice and human freedom) in opposition 

to what he describes, on the one hand, as a "diverse group of social cognitivists" and, on the 

other, the "postmodernist threat that society's power and influence inevitably corrupts critical 

discourse and rationality" (1996:171). Mezirow fails, however, to convincingly demonstrate 

a relevant critique of, or alternative to, either. 

In contrast to the relatively unsuccessful program of Transformative Learning, a 

broad-based engagement with Critical Theory as well as the Western Marxism of Antonio 

Gramsci, British Cultural Studies and the work of Paulo Freire by CriticaYRadical Pedagogy 

(Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1983; Simon, 1985; Livingstone, 1987) offers a much more nuanced 

and, to my mind, more successful explication of the complexity of education and learning 

relations in advanced capitalist society. Rather than beginning with a critique of rationality 

however critical pedagogy, and particularly the group of authors assembled in Livingstone 

(1987), began as I do, with a conscious shift to consider learning and praxis from the 

standpoint of the oppressed themselves. Their method of praxis is well captured by Simon's 

definition of critical pedagogy, 

... a procedure that consists of three inter-related moments. First, transformative 
critiques view knowledge as socially produced, legitimated, and distributed ... Second, 
knowledge is apprehended as expressing ... particular interests and values ... Thud, 
seeking to negate the "objective" nature of knowledge and forcing the educator to 
confront the relation between knowledge, power and control, critique additionally 
requires the articulation and consideration of transformative action. (1985) 

However, a decade later as Wardekker (1997) points out, critical pedagogy, outside the work 

of Freire himself perhaps, still appears to be in search of "a concretization of the elusive ideal 



of emancipation" ( ~ . 3 ) . ~  It is also note-worthy, in terms of my formulation of CLH, that 

Critical Pedagogy's interests remains largely tixed on issues of formalized education and 

pedagogical relations of knowledge production. Indeed, though Freire himself was deeply 

committed to the notion of learning outside formal schooling, Critical Pedagogy appeared to 

have been only minimally concerned with actively researching and theorizing a broader 

conception of learning per sc. This in fact has not gone unnoticed by critlcal pedagogy 

theorists themselves (e.g. Livingstone, 1987). Wexler, Martusewicz and Kern, for example, 

make an important clarification by insisting that critical pedagogy should necessarily include 

building from "...existing practically-inspired educational movement as well as more 

informal critical education discourses within far broader social movements" (1987:227). 

Despite the constructive critiques and massive theoretical synthesis over the years, it would 

appear that a line of systematic, empirically-based research has yet to emerge in anything but 

isolated and sporadic form. Though this appears to be changing somewhat (e.g. Weis and 

Fine, 1993), Critical Pedagogy appears to suffer from an over-emphasis on formalized 

relations of learning which - though accompanied by a deep understanding of oppressed 

vantage points and the fluid relations of a cultural hegemony - is only now beginning to 

compare to research produced from projects with greater commitment to empirical programs 

of inquiry outside of schooling. 

As a central element of Critical Pedagogy but with wide ranging implications beyond 

it, the work of Paulo Freire and particularly the notion of conscientuationlpraxis should also 

be considered briefly. As early as the 1960's, Freire had begun organizing his notion of 

conscientization and hi 'pedagogy of the oppressed' in the midst of his own activities 

spanning Brazil, other parts of Latin America, Africa as well as parts of Europe, North 

America, and Australia. Perhaps the most illuminating feature of conscientization is its 

explicit commitment to understanding relations of learning as grounded in specific racialized, 

gendered, classed, and 'metropole-satellite' (Frank, 1967) standpoints of the second and third- 

"his doesn't mean to say that some detailed empirical-analytic work hasn't gone on. Any number of 
scholars moving born acritical Pedagogy orientation haveapproached a variety of topics from Computers (Olsen, 
1987) to Curriculum (Apple, 1991). However, interests in learning among most of these scllolars remain focussed 
on schooling generally. 



world. As Freire notes, the standpoint of the oppressed provides the basis (for generative 

themes) upon which not only a critique of dominant practices of schooling, curriculum and 

even the broadest relations of social power exists, but counter-hegemonic practice itself is 

made possible. Conscientization is firmly rooted in the Marxist notion of 

historicaVrevolutionary critical action or praxis. Herein, lies a key access point to a critique 

of learning hegemony. It is a focus on the achievement of actual activity in the concrete 

social world, what Freire and Macedo called "act[sl of knowledge" (1987:52). Freire 

appears well aware of the necessary linkage between power, culture and formalized 

education. Indeed, he has partially identified thc way particular conceptions of "learning", 

"studying", "literacy" seem intertwined with a popular common sense consciousness of 

formalized relations of schooling. 

The preoccupation of this text with the act of studyiig seems obvious; for example, 
combatting the ideological, though not always explicit, belief that one only studies in 
school. School may be considered, from this view, the matrix of knowledge. Outside 
of academia there is no knowledge, or the knowledge that exists is believed to he 
inferior, to have nothing to do with the rigorous knowledge of the intellectual. In 
truth however, this disdained knowledge, "knowledge made from experience," has to 
be the point of departure in any popular educational effort oriented toward the 
creation of a more rigorous knowledge on the part of the people. While an expression 
of the dominant ideology, this myth about academia deeply influences the people, 
sometimes provoking disdain for themselves due to their feeling that they have little 
or no "reading." It becomes necessary, then, to emphasize practical activity in 
concrete reality (aclivity that never lacks a technical intellectual dimension, however 
simple it may be) .as a generator of knowledge. (Freire and Macedo, 1987:77-78) 

A practical-critical, activity-based approach to learning, not the least important element of 

which is its grounding in and effect on historical memory (Adorno through to Freire and 

Gioux: Freire, 1987), offers an opening for a focus on learning in the everyday amongst 

historically situated people. 

Conscientization however, also appears to have its limits which can be traced in two 

interrelated ways: the theorization of collective action and a dependence on pedagogical 

relations of knowledge production. In the first case, although grounded in collective political 

action implicitly, the concept of conscientization itself offers little direct indication as to 

inter-personal or collective nature of these processes. Provided useful generative themes and 



the use of proper pedagogical techniques, the appearance of new forms of consciousness b 

relatively unproblematic. How people actually produce their own transformation socially is 

not as clear. It can easily be argued that conscientization suggests some sort of (whether 

individual or collective) internalized construct rather than a social relational one. Second, as 

with critical pedagogy generally, conscientization seems to assume an 'enlightened' other 

(whether teachers, or Freire's facilitators in cultural circle activities). Hart's comments in this 

area are instructive, 

... the term, "emancipatory learning" resonates with the elitism of a well-informed 
"ob.jectiveM professional educator who has figured out how to use learning methods to 
educate the ill-informed masses who are in the grip of domination. (1995:l) 

Indeed, Misgeld's (1985) observation as to the need to blur the distinctions between teacher 

and pupil begins to points to a resolution of this same issue. 

The identity of learners and teachers is just as much at issue and to be discovered 
through the pedagogy they cooperate in as the content of what they learn .... Freire's 
pedagogues (teacher-students or initiators of activities in cultural circles) can 
;herefore allow themselves to learn, and they must learn from their students. The 
learning we speak of is not merely incidental. It is not a question of merely 
monitoring student performance so that a learning task can be presented with greater 
teaching efficiency. Rather the purpose of the educational enterprise is learned and 
relearned from and with the students. (106-107; my emphasis) 

But how are we to understand spontancous, self-led, collective working-class learning? What 

Misgeld identifies as "mcrely incidental" remains something of a mystery for most theories of 

learning. At the level of actual interaction and cultural practice, what if there is no expert 

animator, no recognized leaders in the "cultural circle"? What if, as with the working-class 

computer learners in Sawchuk (1996a; 1996b; 1997; also see Chapter 6), expertise and 

'responsibility' for animation is fluid and mobile such that 'expertise' is unrecognizable 

beyond anything but moment by moment exchanges? In these contexts, pedagogical relations 

are replaced by collective, informal learning networks which is clearly a departure from 

conventional understandings of pedagogical relations. These social problematics, in fact, call 

for something much more than is offered by Freire, Critical Pedagogy, Transformative 

Learning, and so on. These problematics focus our attention on the need for a th::ory of 



learning as a kind of ongoing, situated activity. Freirian critical pedagogy is no panacea. It 

remains too rooted in: i) the moment of critique; ii) the analysis of individual consciousness 

(versus a broader ongoing cultural material practice which includes and in fact produces 

consciousness); and, in the final instance, the work of the pedagogue. Whiie Critical Theory 

as well as Freire and Critical Pedagogy orient towards investigating social practices in order 

to unmasks ideologies - they do little to understand the masking and unmasking practices that 

go on in the daily lives of the oppressed outside formal and pedagogical relations altogether. 

3.3 Vygotsky 

The conception of le.arning that has been used to partially orient the critique of the 

work above is derived from a neo-Vygotskid approach initiated in the original Cultural 

Historical school of psychology beginning with the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978; 1985; 

1994). And, it was also members of this Soviet school of psychology who developed the 

Activity Theory of personality and learning based on social relations in labour, tool- 

mediation and language (Leont'ev, 1978). Clearly, an important feature of the development 

of this tradition was the period of reconstruction of the Soviet Union into a state socialist 

society which ideologically declared the valorization of the lives of previously oppressed 

classes. Related ethnographic and linguistic research conducted with workers during this 

period provides suggestive insights into the interrelations between modes of social practice 

and modes of thinking and learning (e.g. Luria, 1976). Following Vygotsky's premature 

death in 1934 and an extended period of suppression, Vygotsky's and Vygotskian work re- 

emerged in the post-World War iwo period, and the approach, particularly in the last two 

decades, has enjoyed a minor resurgence (Newman and H o h a n ,  1993). The reasons for 

this resurgence and the particular forms of appropriation that it has undergone, as Simon 

(1987) has pointed out, are somewhat open to interpretation. 

It is hard to know what to make of the rise in the United States of "Vygotskians" 
concerned to expound, criticize, modify, apply, and extend the theoretical and cultural 

'AS I noted in Chapter 1 and as I'll explain again later on, the term neo-Vygotskian is meant to loosely 
delineate approaches to learning tllat more or less relate to the break that Vygotsky's original work made possible 
rooted in tool-mediation and the primacy of concrete social practice over internalized cognition (i.e. being 
determines consciousness). 



approach of a young Marxist who changed the course of psychology in the Soviet 
Union during the decade of 1924-34. (1987:610) 

Nevertheless, Vygolsky-inspired work is now as much as ever ripe for development in terms 

of the relations betwcen adult learning and working-class socio-cultural activity specifically. 

However, under the difficult conditions of (competing and multiple) translations of original 

texts, transference across time and space, and the fact that Vygotsky's approach was not 

explicitly developed for the analysis of adult learning - his work has been taken up in a 

variety of distinctive ways. 

The most essential element of Vytgotsky's developmental psychology work is that 

"learning" is collective and "socio-cultural" (1985:46). That is, it "presupposes a specific 

social nature" as well as an historical one (1978:88). 

Vygotsky argued that they [psychological processes] have their source not in 
biological structures or the learning of the isolated individual but in historically 
developed sociocultural experience ...( Mmnick in Vygotsky, 1987:19) 

In these terms, Vygotsky's notion of "turning" or "interiorization" is vitally important. 

"Turning" defmes the process in which external social relations and social systems are 

transformed into internal mental actions or outcomes and embodied states we associate 

predominantly with notions of knowledge and skill. While Vygotsky paid a great deal of 

attention to the analysis of child development, his writings did not exclude issues of labour 

process, the cooperative-collective features of social activity, and, particularly important for 

this research, the concept of tool-mediated character of human activity. 

Vygotsky's own empirical work was centred primarily around issues of child 

development. We can trace the types of arguments that led Vygotsky to his original 

formulations regarding the socio-cultural, active and participatory origins of what we think of 

as "leiirning". In Thought and Laneuaee (1986) his line of analysis dealt with cognitive and 

linguistic development. Here he concluded that later forms of the intellect and speech, 

specifically the development of (in an interesting inversion) "inner speech" and "verbal 

thought" are constituted in and constitutive of cultural historical relations. The specific 

character of adult thinking and learning are cultural historical, participatory and discussive 



rather than internalized, nalural or innate. 

If we compare the early development of speech and of intellect - which, as we have 
seen, develop along separate lines both in animals and in very young children - with 
the development of inner speech and of verbal thought, we must conclude that the 
later stage is not a simple continuation of the earlier. The nature of the development 
itself changes, from biological to socio-historical. Verbal thought is not an innate, 
natural form of hehaviour but is determined by a historical-cultural process and has 
specific properties and laws that cannot be found in the natural forms of thought and 
speech. (198651) 

As with the work of most scholars, interests and discussion tends to be based in theoretical 

debates of the period. In Vygotsky's case, this took the form of a sustained attack on the 

theories of development and learning put forth in the work of Piaget (see Vygotsky, 1985). 

In terms of the further development of Vygotskian thought and its linkages to neo- 

Vygotskian or Vygotskian influenced scholarship, Leont'ev as the founder of "Activity 

Theory" (1974; 1978; 1981) is typically considered the bridge between Vygotsky's original 

work and the development of modern theories of adult learning which has given rise to the 

most organized grouping of Vygotskian-inspired scholars on the contemporary scene. 

Elaborating upon and comparing the work of Vygotsky and those Soviet psychologists that 

were influenced more or less directly by Vygotsky, Leont'ev's work outlines much of the 

central arguments, key structures and concepts in concise fashion. In his oft-referenced 1974 

journal article The Problem of Activitv in Psvcholoev and later in the fuller development of 

its themes and several others in Activitv. Consciousness. and Personality (1978) and 

Problems of the Develo~ment of the M i d  (1981), Leont'ev outlines the central critiques of 

cultural-historical psychology, as well as its relationship to Marx's original historical 

materialist critique of bourgeois social sciences. Indeed, the connection between psychology, 

Vygotsky and Marxism is, for Leont'ev, of particular relevance: "Only after the work of L.S. 

Vygotskii ... did the meaning of Marxism become fully understood" (1978:ll). 

Leont'ev (1974) also outlined the basic relationship between Activity Theory, 

behaviouralist and cognitivist psychology, and Marxism referencing Marx's own Theses on 

Feuerbach. In this context, historical materialist psychology with its emphasis on material 

practice should clearly not be equated with any kind of neo-behaviouralism. Even in 



seemingly straightforward cases of cognitive pxception of an object, Leont'ev demonstrates 

the primacy of action and "activity" in the creation of, what on the surface appears as, the 

unproblematic "invariance andfor stability" (1978:37) of sensory perception. Colourful 

examples of the surgeon probing for buUets in a patient are used to highlight the 

inseparability of subject-activity-object and to extend the idea of tool-mediation. Second, 

Leont'ev emphasizes the need to understand historical dimensions of activity in terms of 

something he called "en-culturated" practices. Here the notion of "plausibility" (1978:40) or 

the application of a system of relevance is introduced to clarify simplified notions of 

perception. The notion oS "plausibility" in Leont'ev's scheme appears to describe embodied 

patterns of relevance, recognition, and dispositions amongst participants. As I'll argue, this 

has important implication and parallels my concern to introduce a dialogue between this 

approach and the concepls of habitus and frame (which I outline further in Chapter 4). For 

Leont'ev (1978) however, the notions of plausibility and enculturation in Activity Theory 

need to be set apart from the theories of "socialization" which he saw as particularly 

problematic in the analysis of learning: 

For a psychology that is limited by the concept of "socialization" of the psyche of the 
individual without its further analysis, these transformations remain a genuine secret. 
This psychological secret is revealed only in the investigations of the genesis of 
human activity and its internal structure. (197852) 

According to Leont'ev (1978), Vygotsky initiated the development of a structured approach to 

understanding learning as participation in social practicc defined by dynamic transformations, 

change and inter-relations with other social systems. At the same time, Vygotsky's writings 

also outlined a clearly discernible faith in the essentially progressive nature of formal 

schooling which Van Der Veer and Valsiner critique as type of imagined "educational utopia" 

(19946). However, Simon (1987; Simon and Simon, 1963) points out that the relationship 

between Vygotsky and notions of formal schooling may be more complex than at frst glance. 

In this regard, Simon (1987) specifically outlines changes that Vygotsky's work has 

undergone in its Americanization at the hands of leading scholars such as Cole, Wertsch, and 



What was, until rccently (e.g. Engestrom et al., 1099), quite clear however was that 

the oS these appropriations have taken Vygotsky-inspired work away from its 

original foundation in a Marxist theory of history and historical materialism, and 

consequently away from the possibility of understanding the role of power relations and 

interests from the standpoint of the subordinated groups such as the working-class. Vygotsky 

himself wrote, 

It is my belief, based upon a dialectical materialist approach to the analysis of human 
history, that human behaviour differs qualitatively from animal hehaviour to the 
extent that the adaptability had historical [elements] ... Naturatism in [bourgeois] 
historical analysis, accorcing to Engels, manifests itselfin the assumption that only 
nature affects human beings and only natural conditions determine historical 
development. Thc dialectical approach, while admitting the influence of nature on 
man, asserts that man, in turn, affects nature and creates through his changes in nature 
new natural conditions for his social existence. This position is the keystone of our 
approach to the study and interpretation of man's higher psychological functions and 
serves as the basis Sor the new methods of experimentation and analysis that we 
advocate. (Vygotsky, 1978:60-61) 

It is precisely at this point that much contemporary neo-Vygotskim Activity Theory 

scholarship is at its wexkcst. Newman and Holzman note, 

... as a Marxist, [Vygotsky] understood that the activity of producing was inseparable 
from the product. Vygotsky's revolutionary monistic discovery of the radically 
synthesized individual-in-society (in history) - sociological expression of the ZPD 
[zone of proximal development], transforming the very institutions that determine 
one's learning and development - has been lost in a good deal of neo-Vygotskian 
work. The activistic revolutionary Marxian concept of activity has been 'pacified', 

6~ocussing on several key shifts in translation/interpreration by these later interpretation of Vygotsky's 
paper (titled in an earlier translation) "Learning and Development at School Age" which Luria refers to as 
Vygotsky's "clearest treatment" of formal schooling (Simon, 1987512). Simon cataloguesa number of examples 
of changes in American wanslation that form a problematic pattern including: the dropping of the "School Age" 
focus in the American re-cast (most obvious in the title change to "Interaction between Learning and 
Development"); and, the concluding formula: "theonly good learning is that which is in advanceof development" 
(my emphasis in earlier &anslation) becoming "theonly good teaching is that which outpaces development" in the 
American version (1987512). Theshiftfromagespecificily toamoregeneralstatement, and theshift towardsthe 
assumption of pedagogically-based relations as a necessary part of learning both do not fit particularly well with 
atheory of adult learning as amutualistic and ongoing form of cultural activity. Instead we seehints, even in some 
neo-Vygotskian scholarship, of a formal-school centred and pedagogical tendency in the conceptualization of 
learning. 



turned into a setting, which is nothing more than the 1990's term for what in the 
1970's was called scene or context. (1993:74)' 

The latent potential of nco-Vygotskian approaches in the development of a rigorous 

engagement with the standpoints of subordinated people in the field of Adult Education 

revolve around a critical theory of learning that is empirically-grounded. This type of 

engagcment clearly offers an important means of moving beyond the hegemonic structures 

suggested in CLH. 

3.4 Summary 

I began this chapter with a qllotation from Marx's Q&l. It was meant to suggest the 

importance of l~istoricizing our understandings of the concept of "learning" itself. I sought to 

trace a heuristic notion of Capitalist Learning Hegemony (CLH) - a notion meant to express 

the way that several important, interlocking tendencies operate in contemporary theories of 

adult learning. This critique emerged with reference to a working-class standpoint. This 

standpoint will be developed further throughout the remaining chapters, but particularly, in 

its most sustained way in Chapter 8. I also briefly dealt with an associated trend toward 

class-based "deficit" theorizing. Finally, I introduced the major context and features of 

Vygotsky's work itself. It is a radicalized neo-Vygotskian perspective that I believe holds the 

most promise for a penetration into the type of hegemonic bloc of theoretical tendencies I 

describe as CLH. Taken together, the suggestions offered in this review provide a starting 

point for a program of inquiry into learning that directly critiques individualism, bourgeois 

psychology, universalism, the formal schooling bias while at the same time producing a 

means to empirically ground a concept of learning that avoids class deficit theorizing. This 

synthesis directly challenges mainstream Andragogical, Self-Directed, and Transformative 

Learning traditions, and the continuities they represents with regard to the current political 

economic context. 

Interpreted through the Marxist lens, the above observations help to reflect another 

way of differentiating types of learning activity in a way that I shall consider more 

' ~ n  this light it is morc Lhan ironic that Chaiklin's (ed) 1993 collection of Situated Learning research 
explicitly sets forth to examine the "problem of contwt". 



extensively in later Chapters. Newman and Holzman (1993) draw direct connections 

between Manrist historicism and learning theory by pointing out the distinction between 

societal versus historical activity: 

Adapting to history means engaging in the revolutionary activity of changing 
totalities; adapting to society, in the case of the societies in which we currently live, 
means carrying out certain acts, behaviours and roles appropriate to and having 
exchange value within the narrow confmes of this particular time and place (moment) 
in history. Thus in our day-to-day society all determined and commodified 'activities' 
are not activity at all in the Marxist, historical sense. (1993:44) 

In this way, the "learning" that is most recognizable in dominant bourgeois discourse 

(because it is fust and foremost of direct use in the accumulation of capital) can be 

differentiated from the learning which only indirectly contributes to the accumulation of 

capital, does not contribute to the accumulation of capital, or contributes in some way to 

historical revolutionary outcomes. As I indicated at the outset, the critical expansion of the 

concept of learning itself is the necessary fust approximation of a class analysis of adult 

computer learning in the everyday. 



Chapter 4 
Learning as "Activity": Grounding an Historical Materialist 

Critique of Adult Learning Theory 

In this chapter I focus on the social relations that define the problematic of learning 

from a working-class standpoint. I pose a series of questions that problematised the 

dominant tendencies of adult learning theory discussed in Chapter 3, and then outline a neo- 

Vygotskian framework as an alternative. Within the fust section, however, I also try to draw 

attention to the need to understand the way that working-class standpoints, particularly as 

they are produced in formal schooling, contribute to a body of dispositions, a habitus, that 

orient one's ongoing participation in learning activity. Also interwoven in this first section is 

a grounded introduction to the concept of framing and keying procedures in working-class 

learning. Both habitus and frame analysis are then discussed fully in closing sections. 

As we've already noted, it is beginning with Vygotsky and the other Soviet Cultural- 

Historical psychologists (e.g. Leont'ev, 1974; 1978; 1981; Luria, 1976; 1982) that we see 

theories of learning and development conceptualized, fustly and primarily, socio-cultural 

rather than psycho-physical in nature. Building upon Marx's materialist critique was the 

development of the notion of human cultural historical "activity" (i.e. Activity Theory) which 

appeared fust with Leont'ev (1978; 1981), and which has since undergone considerable 

development by the likes of Cole (1996), Wertsch (1991), Engestrom (1987), Davydov 

(198% 1990), Nardi (1996), and others. However, thii framework still demonstrates 

significant conceptual remnants, methodological preoccupations and debates rooted in the 

psychological tradition from which it emerged. In brief, neo-Vygotskian approaches appear 

to be locked in an active struggle which pits the (psychological) disciplinary traditions from 

which it sprung against the radical, social-relational departure that Vygotsky's work actually 

made possible. 

As many writers working from the tradition have noted over the past decade and half, 

there are other theoretical traditions that offer important clues to managing the classical 

tensions the neo-Vygotskian tradition has sought to resolve. Influences cited in a recent 

collection of Activity Theory research (Engestrom, Miettinen and P u n W  1999) for 



example includc Dewey, Mead, Goffman, Garfdel ,  Wittgenstein, Bakhtin, Bourdieu, 

Gramsci and Foucault. Amongst these emerging "dialogues" between neo-Vygotskian 

scholarship and various social and cultural theories, however, there remains a nagging level 

of political dis-interest. Only a narrow few of these recent developments have the potential 

to contribute to a conceptualization of learning as an active process of differential (racialized, 

gendered or classed) participation in social life situated more broadly in a theory of social 

struggle and societal change in the best traditions of Vygotsky and Marx. While many neo- 

Vygotskians have acknowledged a debt to Marx on a general philosophical level (e.g. 

Engestrom, 1999), few havc attempted anything like a full, contemporary engagement with 

the weight of historical materialist analysis in a grounded way. In short, my critique of the 

field of neo-Vygotskian scholarship suggests that there is a need for greater empirical 

analysis of the connection between people's activity and specifcally class-based relations 

through which a more sustained development of the connections between the participatory 

activity of learners and the broader social relations and political economic forces shaping 

these practices can be initiated. 

4.1 Understanding Learning in the Everyday 

R1: People learn whether want to or not, sometimes they just baulk at it! 
R2: They don't recognize it as learning. I guess it's because at school it's fed to you. You 

have to team. You gotta do it. 'Do your math!' This is the time you do this and this 
and this. When you're at home it's just an endless process really. (R17alb) 

In examing interviewee's descriptions of learning, in thinking over the type of activities that I 

recorded ethnographically, and in reviewing the learning which I analysed in terms of micro- 

interaction, it became clear that this "learning" did not fit easily into theoretical frameworks 

such as those examined in Chapter 3. The quote above from an auto part worker and his 

partner provides a starting point for this section because I want to explore both how learning 

is a "endless process" and why it might be that working-class people "baulk at it". Below I 

use interview data to pose a series of questions that bring this mismatch to the fore in an 

empirically grounded, and inductive rather than a priori way. 

One of the most apparent difficulties in identifying learning in the everyday is the fact 

that there are so few of the important cues that we so often take for granted in understanding 



an activity as "learning". These cues include, for example, openings and closings of 

"lessons", evaluation, or the integration of practices with identifiable and "expert" knowledge 

forms. While my focus on computer learning helps to delimit the problematic significantly, in 

a discussion of the nature of learning generally we should recognize that there is the 

possibility that, like notions of "experience", learning can be understood as virtually any and 

everywhere. In the course of interviewing I began to actively question the ways that both the 

interviewee's and I were actually thinking and talking about learning. It became clear that 

even those activities that were not typically talked about as "learning" were nonetheless 

important as opportunities for participation and personaVcollective changes of some kind. 

Respondents talked about activity that seemed to be instances of learning, yet sometimes had 

difficulty naming it as such. For example, consider the following activities described by this 

chemical worker and his partner. This couple had recently bought their fust home in a new 

subdivision in which a number of young families were also settling. The couple became 

immersed in a new set of social relations. From getting to know neighbours, talk'mg about 

visions of neighbourhood life, a mutual problem was identified in this loose, emerging social 

group. It came to people's attention within the group that a neighbourhood park was under 

construction and they wanted to have a say in its design, scheduling and construction. I 

visited the couple's home for one of my interviews, and it became clear that the "problem" 

itself, beforehand only half noticed and barely defmed, emerged from participation in this 

group. Importantly, while there was a range of learning activities that took place, the couple 

was surprisingly resistant to describing their activities as "learning" in any conventional 

sense. 

R1: We were very involved in the building of a park that was supposed to be going in 
behind us. We all started a neighbourhood committee and that's been going on for a 
while now. To make a long story short, we decided it would be a good idea to get our 
hands into the development of the park. 

I: How many people? 
R1: Initially it was about 20 people, all neighbours, but there ended up being about 4 of us 

who are really keeping up. It helped us get to know other people in the 
neighbourhood. 

I: You must of had to do some reading and looking into bylaws and stuff around this 
park issue? 



R2: Yeah, actually we had a bylaw initiated. 
I: So you must have had to do some learning around that? 
R1: I guess so, like we had to attend council meetings and we didn't know how any of that 

worked. But I wouldn't say we went out to the library and did any training or 
anything, it was just sort of a go and get our hands on really ... We've had to learn a 
lot, but I don't know if I'd say 1 learned about it? 

R2: Well, I wouldn't say we've studied it, but1 
R1: Like I've read up on it because we had to help come up with a design, and we had to 

do some investigating as to what would be good for our area but ... (R18db) 

There is a type of struggle with the discourse of learning demonstrated in this excerpt that 

was quite common for the working-class people I interviewed. Mixed into the attempts to 

name activity as learning are other words like "training", "studying" and the phrase that so 

many people in these interviews seemed to use: "go and get our hands on". The defdtion of 

learning is not straightforward as we entering into real, ongoing activity of everyday life. For 

working people, the "fit" between their experience, actud practices and the dominant ways of 

thinking and talking about "learning" was not exact. It is a way of talking about their 

experience that structures what they can say about in the very process of speaking. 

Having reviewed several interview excerpts I want to take a more focussed look at 

how thcy might relate to the dominant tendencies within conventional learning theory I 

discussed in Chapter 3. Looking back to this interview excerpt (Rlgdb), we see that this 

couple didn't get together with their neighbours with a particularly stable outcome in mind.' 

As a sequence of action, thc couple (R18db) were presented with a new, emerging group of 

'AS we think about this Cact, it is important to note that accounts provided in the course of an interview 
will exert a "pull" towards a coherence that was not necessarily part of the actual production of activity. In 
other words, what EMICA theorist d l  "documentary cognition" (Heritage, 1984), tends to convert a set of 
contingent and open-ended local achievements into a coherent story-line that can then be remarked upon. To 
combat this we can try to look at the activity in a moment-by-moment way. It bears mentioning that the 
construction of Ume examples (by the author and thexespondents) as discrete happenings contributes to their 
alignment with dominant approaches to adult learning. Producing these examples as discrete events (e.g. 
focussing conversation on them in the interview; picking them out of the interview data for presentation here), 
in a sense, enhances the appearance of "individuals" as the agenls of learning. Such a process works the 
complexity and contingency of the real world into a more isolated exchange in which knowledgeJskil1 which 
belongs to one individual is then acquired by another, and particular people under specificmaterial and cultural 
conditions are brought into social contact with each other in the first place. The active, situated relationship in 
which knowledge/skill is collectively brought into existence and socially produced tends to be lost. Vast 
amounts of underlying social relations are left unspoken and therefore outside the system of relevance that 
helps us talk and think about "learning". 



neighbours because they moved to a new house. Both from this and in conjunction with their 

own observations concerning the need for a specific type of local park, the problematic of thc 

formation of thc park emerged. It is important to note that in their description of activity, 

there was no discrete, core set of skills and knowledge that oriented individual or group 

activity from the outset. In this way, knowledge and skill learning in the conventional sense 

of passing information from an expert to a novicc was really not possible. Neo-Vygotskians 

explain this by citing the relation between the object of actions which are conscious and other 

levels of the activity which tend to be disattended or at least less self-consciously undertaken. 

Though the gain in skills and knowledge are substantial, the planning for this development is 

mereiy a half-conscious byproduct of participation in a local community. The individualized, 

conscious planning of learning is a fiction. This learning is contingent and situated in a more 

general set of community relations. This actually helps explain part of the difficulty the 

couple had in naming their practices as "learning". At the same time, the problem of 

neighbourhood involvemenl co-existent with other, separatc, everyday motives which, as the 

couple mentioned, were to get to know cven more people in the neighbourhood. In sum, it 

appears that mundane examples like these suggest how knowledge/skill forms arise not in 

autonomously planned, isolated "learning", but instead in collective, non-pedagogical modes 

of participation that have multiple objectives and occur in uneven, non-linear ways. 

Some respondents did, however, fmd it easier to talk about learning in the everyday 

than others. This chemical worker, for example, talks about her musical interests. This 

learning i? rooted not in any pre-formulated plan to learn music, but rather emerges from a 

kind of general set of relations that overlap family, musicians and involvement with a 

neighbourhood community of regulars in a bar. She is drawn into more advanced and 

particular forms of participation through these intersecting communities. She is also quick to 

note the difference between her way of thinking about learning and a more standard, 

dominant one. 

R1: We used to go down to the pub every Saturday night - there used to be a whole group 
of us you know - and then this guy that used to have his own band he used to get 
people up to sing. And we used to do 2 or 3 songs and you know then after doing that 
for a couple of years he said well come on, we'll get you up every set to do 3 or 4 



songs. So I kept on doin' that for a long time. And then I started taking music lessons 
- like playing guitar right? .... And then there was learning all the different songs. I 
mean I have to sit down there and learn the songs. And then if they're not easy songs 
you can't expect the other ones to pick it up, so I mean if you want to sing it they have 
to sort ofknow it basically, so you hopefully give them the tape and they have the 
time to learn it .... [But] it's not like one person teaches all the time - it's a group of 
people. It's not like the school sets things up. You're doing it with a group of people. 

I: And that's different than how you learn things in the school system? 
R1: I think so, yeah. Because when you're in the school system, I mean, you sit in the 

classroom and the teacher teaches you things, like you know, after that you're sort of 
on your own to do your own work. You can't say these 4 kids get together and do our 
homework, or let's get our answers together. I don't know, back when I went to 
school they didn't do it. You did your own homework. You didn't come in and say, 
'Can I copy your homework? You know? That type of thing. So I more or less 
worked on my own when I went to school. I did my own thing. But when I've had a 
job like, you work with people. (R12) 

This woman draws some important distinctions between school-learning and the learning in 

the everyday she does with her music group, and co-workers at the factory. In so doing she 

charts a kind of 'peripheral to core' movement in intersecting systems of activity, the result of 

which is the appearance of skill, knowledge and something understandable as a "learning" 

process. 

This use of a comparison between school-learning, and the type of learning working 

people do in the everyday was often used by interviewees to describe their practices. Another 

chemical worker, for example, describes his view of the relationship between learning and 

formal training. In an interview that turned toward a discussion of how workers do not get 

credit for all the learning they do in the course of the workday, this interviewee experienced a 

noticeable shift in his understanding of his own work life. This person actually began to re- 

appraise his past experience in a way that was more oppositional to management and 

formalized training.' Indeed, his involvement in his local union and the type of social 

participation it provided, allowed him to re-evaluate, or "re-key" a whole range of experience 

(practices he had nevertheless actively accomplished at the time) into something recognized 

as important and legitimate learning. 

'workers in the auto parts factories commonly referred to the company's training as a process of 
"getting your brain sucked oul" 1R17a). 



You forget about how much you learn because you do it every day and you think it's 
only second nature, but it's not when you think about it. Most of the things you do in 
there you learned. Like the computer stuff you do in your department and driving the 
fork-lift, the safe procedures for doing things. 
And it's not really in a course? 
No it's not. Most of it is just out there doing it. 
What perccntage would you say, is from out there doing it and learning with other 
workers especially? 
I'd say about 90%. The training programs we get are pretty well useless. They're not 
very good at all. They give you just a very basic idea about what's going on and they 
say, 'Okay, go.' But it's the co-workers around you who fd you in and say, hey - don't 
do that! (R31) 

This re-keying of existing fiames of activity brought different elements of practice to the 

conscious level and was a by-product of this worker's involvement with his local union and 

the opportunity provided in the course of the interview itself. 

From my perspective accounts such as these pose some serious questions about the 

nature of learning as a problematic. Linking this discussion with the review of literature I 

presented in the previous chapter, in what way, for example, could we describe the learning 

above as planned? In what ways could we say that these activities were "learning pro.iectsU 

carried out by autonomous individuals? While individual people are obviously involved in 

the process, are there other units of analysis that are equally or more appropriate for making 

visible the factors that shape people's practices and from which "learning" seems to be an 

ever-present byproduct? And, particularly striking, how can we understand the hesitancy 

(which was not unusual in these interviews) of the fust working-class couple to call their 

practices "learning". These are questions relating to the conceptualization of learning activity 

that is appropriate for understanding ongoing social practice and the relationship of these 

practices to broader structures of society and major social divisions. 

Specifically, the strips of talk cited above can be used to introduce the class- 

dimensions of learning, for example, through a closer reflection on the relations underlying 

references to formalized learning, training, studying and schooling. As a barrage of writers 

(e.g. Martell, 1974; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Willis, 1979; Anyon, 1981; Davis et al. 1989; 

Curtis, Livingstone and Smaller, 1992; Luttrell, 1997; etc.) have established dierent  ways, 



... there is an unspoken assumption that important life decisions are made in schools, 
decisions that contribute to or justify one's social standing. Put bluntly, talking about 
school is a code for talkhg about class. (Luttrell, 1997:3) 

Schooling and other types of formalized learning are through and through saturated with 

relations of social class. Writers as diverse as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), Bowles and 

Gintis (1976) Bernstein (1990), Livingstone (1987), Giroux (1983) and others have drawn 

clear connections between the schooling and the reproduction of class relations. School or 

book-learning was a dominant form to which other less formalized practices were understood 

relationally. This auto parts worker describes how moving from job to job brings him into 

informal relationships with co-workers which provides access to a whole range of learning 

opportunities. L i e  the chemical worker, R12, quoted above, he specifically sets this mode 

of participation in opposition to schooling. 

R. A lot of people are sponges. 
I. Yeah. 
R. When I worked in the heavy forging department. Every day, I learned something new 

from [co-workers]. The guy is ten years younger than me, but I learned something 
new because he worked in the welding industry and the metal-handling industry all 
his life so, you know? 

I. Well, he's gonna know different things. 
R. He knows different things, but I've worked in the trucking industry and machine 

repair and all this kind of stuff and I taught h i  things ... And that's the biggest thing 
about people learning from other people. Yon don't realize it in school when you're 
younger, I guess. (R4a) 

Likewise, this chemical worker and trade union activist describes how schooling did not 

provide hi "education". 

Education? I don't have any, I don't believe in it. I left school when I was 15. Never 
stayed on further than I had to .... My real learning came when I joined the Miner's 
strike. You learned what the state apparatus is, keeping people in order, protecting 
the issues. That was my education. (R51) 

Participation in social life not thought of as learning could be "re-keyed" in the context of 

social interaction and access to alternative cultural communities. 

These diverse accounts of learning in the workplace and in school suggests that, from 

a working-class standpoint, there is a specific relationship between the experience of 



formalized learning on the one hand and a more general notion of learning on the other. 

Building on the theme already introduced that learning arises from more general sets of class 

relations, this auto parts worker described her experience of a family life structured by 

parent's movement from job to job. 

I had a bad time in school ... I didn't feel like I was learning a whole lot. It messed me 
up. By grade 6 I was doing pathetic in certain classes, math being the main one and I 
ended up failing a year and had to stay after school or go in an hour early just to get 
extra tutoring in mith. I didn't want to learn about that then. I liked school when fust 
went in grade 1 and 2 had a great time but by grade 5 and 6 I was bored. Bored to 
point that didn't want to be there. To be honest, in grade 8 I would go home and 
spend half day there. They'd wonder where I went to. I was bad. The principle pulled 
some stunt and ended up catching me, reported me to my parents and I got in trouble 
for it. Got caught smoking under age. I was a bad kid, bad kid. My parents were 
happy when I left school. In grade 8, the principal offered me a chance to go to an 
alternative trade school. He said it would be so much easier there, no exams, no 
homework, so of course I went. Now that was my type of place! .... I think that I've 
turned out okay. It was just the getting there that was the hard part. Like I used to say 
to my parents I must a have a mental block about school. To this day I have an 
attitude about schooling and I'm putting it down to what's happened to me in my 
childhood. 1 don't know--I can't think of anything else to put it down to. (R53) 

My objective here is not to fully explore the relations between class standpoint, life-histories 

and schooling. Rather, I only wish to register, in a grounded way, the fact that "schooling" 

does play an important role in the minds and social practices of working-class interviewees. 

It is a comparative against which these people largely define, explain and understand their 

ongoing practices. Schooiing and even formal training provide experiences that seem to play 

an important role in forming dispositions which people, in turn, use to understand and 

accomplish their learning long after school is over. Schooling plays a significant role in 

people's ongoing understanding of and participation in the whole range of learning activities. 

Understandings of learning that seek to trace class-relations cannot ignore the powerful 

influence of schooling in the minds and practices of learners. Tracing class relations in 

learning therefore begins with a recognition that the experience of school is not generic and 

universalized across social groups, but is specific to particular social positions in society, 

Dominant ideas, topic areas, processes and class-bias that characterize mass schooling in 

contemporary North American society, in fact, become embedded in people's perspectives on 



learning as a practice in the form of a body of dispositions, tastes and preferences that, though 

subject to reformulation, sets the stage from which future participation occurs. 

In the cases presented above, we see "learning" as a feature of ongoing social life of 

the workplace, the local pub, the neighbourhood, and so on. In none of the cases do we see 

the particularly compelling relevance of internalized, individual capacities for understanding 

what exactly is going on. Simply put, individualistic formulations shed a very dm light on 

dynamics and coordination of actual practice of specific people in specific contexts. 

Now consider the important role that people's framing and keying of experience 

(either ongoing or in the course of subsequent interaction) plays in understanding learning as  

social-relational concept yet one in which people play an active inter-subjective part. 

Specfically, let's consider the connection this framing has to specific social organizations or 

activity systems. I providc a more extensive development of the concept of "frame" and 

'%eying9' later in the chapter however at this point consider framing simply as a patterned and 

coordinated way of responding to the virtually infmite bits of information that present 

themselves to an individual on a moment-by-mort~ent basis in the course of our daily lives 

and consider the notion of "keying", analogous to the musical d e f ~ t i o n ,  as altering the frame 

slightly while retaining many of its essential qualities. Take this example of the role of 

participation in the labour union for this interviewee attempting to "learn" about his life and 

his position within a particular political economic context. Participation in the trade union 

helps to key the ongoing frame of working life in a particular way that has the potential to 

highlight one's class position, to affect ongoing participation in a variety of settings, and so 

on. In effect, it shifts what was otherwise background, 'seen but unnoticed' subordinate 

tracks of interaction into focus 

... the trade union's role as I see it is to highlight what knowledge we actually do have 
and how we attain it. How we actually do learn things, and I'll give you an example a 
quick example. Four people in this room learned about health and safety the hard 
way. They learned about workers' compensation the hard way. Only through their 
experience. They never went to any course - they learnt it when the employer fucked 
them and then they had the time to sit down and say, Why'd they do that to me - after 
all I've given them.' And that's the best, unfortunately it's the hardest as well, the best 
experience a worker can get because it cuts through all the nonsense because it hits 
you directly, it gives you time to think and to read and ask questions and start 



understanding what it's all about. (R5 1 

This worker outlines the role of existing community relations (in this case the trade union) in 

producing a standpoint and a specific social class-based keying of the frame of ongoing 

activity of work. Such a kcying produces the practices as an oppositional worker's learning 

activity specifically. 

Frarninglkeying techniques are used by each of us to plan, make decisions and 

coordinate ongoing social practices with others. These concepts refer to a coordinated frame, 

yet one that is open to ongoing, negotiated variation. As analysts, we can refer to 

framingkeying techniques to understand how people carry out the coordinated production of 

activity, and the concepts specifically allow us to understand how some activities can be 

consciously understood as "learning" while others produce "learning" less self-consciously as 

a byproduct. 

4.2 The Neo-Vygotskians 

Neo-Vygotskian educational thought is a diverse body of literature unified by its 

social-relational approach to learning based on the original work of Soviet psychologist Lev 

Vyg~tsky .~  Having reviewed the work of Vygotsky himself in Chapter 3, I now turn to some 

key theorists who've extended his original thinking. For purposes of this discussion, this 

body of literature includes the work of Leont'ev (1974; 1978) EngestrGm (e.g. 1987), Lave 

(1988; Lave and Wenger. 1991). and Holland (e.g. 1998) principally. While discussing some 

basic features of the framework, I want to specifically look towards the development of a 

means of understanding different social standpoints in activity. 

Researchers such as Lurid (1982) and, in particular, Leont'ev (1978) clarified these 

fmdings into workable methods of inquiry, in the former instance demonstrating the change 

in consciousness associated with the collectivization of economic production, and in the latter 

producing a central conceptual term known as "activity". 

Activity is the minimal meaningful context for understanding individual actions .... In 

?t is important to note that there are significant differences amongst this group of writers (not the least 
of which is methods) who, in some ways, I'm constructing as a unitary "body". A full discussion of these 
differences is beyond the scope of this current work. 



all its varied forms, the activity of the human individual is a system set within a 
system of social relations ... The activity of individual people thus depends on their 
social position, the conditions that fall to their lot, and an accumulation of 
idiosyncratic, individual factors. Human activity is not a relation between a person 
and a society that confronts hi . . . .  in a society a person does not simply fmd external 
conditions to which he must adapt his activity, but, rather, these very social conditions 
bear within themselves the motives and goals of his activity, its means and modes. 
(Leont'ev, 1978: 10) 

This general framework provided the Llndation for a social relational view of learning. It 

also provided a perspective that necessarily required learning to be hiitoricized and 

contextualized. The concept of activity, as used by Activity Theorists, also involved a series 

of sub-concepts that provide the analysis of activity with multiple layers. 

An analysis leading to an actual disclosure of sense cannot be limited to superficial 
observaiion ... After all, from the process itself it is not evident what kind of process it 
is - action or activity. Often in order to explain this, active investigation is required: 
substantiating observation, hypothesis, effective ~ e ~ c a t i o n .  That to which the given 
process is directed may seem to be inducing it, embodying its motives: if this is so, 
then it is activity. But this same process may be induced by a completely different 
motive not at 1111 coinciding with that to which it is directed as its results; then it is an 
action .... In spite of what it seems to be from the superficial point of view, this is a 
way that confums the objectiv~ty of its bases to a high degree inasmuch as this way 
leads to an understanding of the consciousness of man derived from life, from 
concrete beginnings, and not from the laws of consciousness of surrounding people, 
not from knowledge. (Leont'ev, 1978:173-4)' 

4 ~ h i l e  this obviously not fully elaborated, the following can be considered key terms of the basic 
Activity Theery approach according to Leont'ev (1974; 1978): 
Activity: subject, object, actions and operations; "activity is the minimal meaningiiA context for understanding 
individual actions" (1978). The famous example of Leont'ev (1978) concerns primitive hunters who, in order to 
catch game, separate into two groups: catchers and bush beaters. Bush beaters kighten the game toward the 
catchers. When compared with the goal of hunting - to catch the game, for food and clothing - the actions of 
the bush beaters in themselves are irrational; they can be understwd only as part of the larger system of the 
bunting activity. 
Subject: a person or group enraged in an activity. 
Object: held by the subject and motivates activity, giving it a specific direction behind objects there "always 
stands a need or a desire, to which the activity always answers" 
Actions: goal-directed process; different actions can be undertaken to meet the same goals; "...just as the 
concept of motive correlates with that of activity, so the concept of goal correlates with that of action." 
(197423) 
Objects and actions relations: cgpically undergo uansfomation, though with some stability over time. 
Operations: "...methods by which an action is realized. Their uniqueness is that they respond not to motive 
and not to a goal of action but to those conditions under which the goal is assigned ... (164); "Actions are related 
to goals, operations to conditions. Let us assume !.hat the goal remains the same; conditions in which it is 



However, there are a number of distinctions that can bc made amongst approaches that 

operate from a basic neo-Vygotskian framework. Engestrom (1987;1996) and Nardi (1996), 

for example, outline a range of approaches and theoretical dialogues within the ground 

tradition. Beyond traditional Soviet Cultural-Historical psychology, there is also "Activity 

Theory" ( Leont'ev, 1974; 1978; Engestrom, 1987; 1992), "Cultural psycho log^' (Cole, 

1996), "Situated Learning" theory of Lave and Wenger (1991) and the North American 

cognitive psychology approach known as "Distributed Cognition" (e.g. Norman, 1988). Each 

of these share some common ground. At the same time, they display differences in terms of 

foci, methods, epistemological commitments, and conceptual tools. 

According to Engestrom's review (1996), neo-Vygotskian scholarship can be related 

to three distinct currents: Davydov's approach termed "Asce~lding from the Abstract to the 

Concrcte" (1988; 1990); Engestrom's "Learning by Expansion" (1987; 1993), and Lave and 

Wenger's "Situated Learning" (1991). In terms of distinct developments of Vygotsky, we 

might also want to add the strident critical stance taken by Newman and Holzman (1993) 

who seek to reassert the "revolutionary" tenor of Vygotsky's original Marxist influences. For 

the purposes of this section, however, I focus principally on the work of Engestrom, and 

Lave and Wenger. 

Engestrom's work as a whole, and particularly as he considers actual work situations, 

is penetrating. While he has discussed issues of schooling and formalized training, it is his 

analysis and theorization of learning outside these settings (e.g. court systems, the doctor's 

office, etc.) that is most instructive. EngestrGm's research on expertise (1992) provides an 

assigned, however, change. Then it is specitically and only the operational content of the action that changes." 
(1978:65) 
Central technical fmus: mediation of activity by socio-culturaYliistorical artifacts. 
Goal: "...like a law determines the mode and character of action ... Let us take the case of aperson's activity 
energized by food. Food is his motive; however, to satisfy this desire for food he must carry out actions not 
immediately directed at obtaining food. For example, his goal may be to make a hunting weapon. Does he 
subsequently use the weapon he made, or dws  be pass it on to someone else and receive a portion of the total 
catch? In both cases, that which energized his activity and that to which his action is directed do not coincide .... 
actions are not special, separate entities that comprise activity. Human activity exists only in the form of 
actions or chains of actions." (197423-24) 
Tools: "...tool is a material object in which are crystallized not actions or goals, but modes and operations" 
(197426); "A tool, for example, viewed apart Gom its connection with a goal, becomes as much an abstraction 
as an operation viewed apart from its connection that the action it realizes." (197428) 



important example of learning beyond schooling. It details how "expertise" is a co- 

production within an entire activity system. Making use of detailed interactional analysis, the 

activity system Engestrom describes is comprised of the individual participant, co- 

participants, the tools of the activity system (e.g. both material and conceptual tools), and the 

shared negotiated objects, goals and motive-structure as well as broader context. One of the 

most provocative observations that Engestrom develops in this research, in fact, deals with 

the way that activity systems are enmeshed within a "multi-diiensiond network of [other] 

activity systems" which interact, support, destabilize and inter-penetrate (1992:13). Here, in 

my view, lies an opening for further work that allows for a critical examination of different 

standpoints in activity systems. Through this, for example, we might begin to offer accounts 

of differential participation structured along the lines of social class. Differential 

participation in terms of major social divisions of society, however, appears to be 

underdeveloped in Activity Theory and in neo-Vygotskian work generally including that of 

Engestrom (e.g. 1987; 1992; 1996; 1999). Throughout we see generic participants 

differentiated only by the occupation andlor skill level. 

Another related way to examine these issues building from Activity Theory's own 

conceptual tools, is through expanded discussion of centrelperiphery and multiple centres of 

activity systems. Activity systems are composed of competing and overlapping systems that 

may orient to alternative sets of values by virtue of their position in a single activity system 

broadly conceived, and within the web of inter-related activity systems. Narrow 

conceptualizations of activity actually presume a system of relevance favouring particular 

goals and motives as legitimate while obscuring competing ones which might emerge from 

alternative standpoints and closer analysis. The potential to theorize these types of 

differential standpoints in activity in Engestrom's own formulations revolves around 

suggestions of a "heterogeneity of expertise" and "multi-voiced-ness" (Engestrom, 1992:9) 

which develops on Bakhtin's notion of dialogism, hut to date, appear to be relatively 

underdeveloped as a sustained focus of empirical inquiry. 

It is not a coincidence that discussions of learning outside of formal schooling are 

often most penetrating. Indeed, Lave and Wenger (1991) explain that the analysis of learning 



in formalized schooling or training settings may be difticult for a reason. This is because 

schooling establishes a particular conception of "learning" from which, according to Lave 

(1988), it is difficult for fledgling theory to remain distinct. Lave presents a convincing case 

when she outlines schooling as an institution where scientific rationality, particular 

conceptions of learning, and psychology as well as broader community lie, so-called "folk 

theories" of education and learning form a web of relationships that solidifies the type of 

dominant conceptions of learning discussed earlier. 

One example of these intricate ties is a widely shared belief that "scientific thought" is 
a proper yardstick with which to measure, diagnose and prescribe remedies for the 
"everyday thought" observed in experiments and schooling. This belief has long 
historical roots (see Chapter 4) that have influenced cognitive theory, the institutional 
form of schooling, and folk theories alike. Further, Western culture links science, 
schooling, and everyday practice in a hierarchical ordering of the kinds of thinking 
and knowledge supposed to be characteristic, respectively, of professional experts, 
"laypersons" (a term that should give pause, and ".just plain folks"). There are 
influential networks of communication between academic psychology, the school 
establishment that educates both laypersons and scientists, and the alumni of the 
institutions. Thcse networks ensure that psychological theories affect, though not 
reliably, both educational theories and educational practice, which in turn shape and 
are shaped by the beliefs of students. Alumni of schooling are the objects whose 
after-(school)-life is theorized about by psychologists and educators, who at the same 
time are the theorists, the teachers, and the parents of children in school. (Lave, 
1988:4) 

Learning and education in institutional settings (and in the popular consciousness) are so 

intertwined that, according to Lave, it becomes exceedingly difkicult to critically theorize 

learning in the context of formal schooling. 

We have already outlined some reasons for turning away from schooling in our search 
for exemplary material, though schooling provides the empirical basis for much 
cognitive research on learning and also for much work based on the notion of ZPD 
[Zone of Proximal Develop]. Such research is conceptually tied in various ways to 
school instruction and to the pedagogical intentions of teachers and other caregivers .... 
Because the theory and the institution have common historical roots (Lave, 1988), 
these school-forged theories are inescapably specialized: They are unlikely to afford 
us the historical-cultural breadth to which we aspire. (Lave and Wenger, 1991:61) 

Lave and Wenger have contributed to neo-Vygotskian scholarship more generally 

(1991; also Lave, Murtaugh and de la Rocha, 1984; Lave, 1988; Lave, 1993: Wenger, 1998) 



in their development of a provocative reformulation they call Situated Learning which shows 

many connections to Vygotsky's original work. Using mostly ethnographic materials (their 

own and those of others), they provide a program of inquiry into learning as a dimension of 

cultural practice generally. 

Social practice is the primary, generative phenomcnon, and learning is one of its 
characteristics .... In our view learning is not merely situated practice ... learning is an 
integral part of a generative social practice in the lived-in world. The problem ... is to 
translate this into a specific analytic approach to learning. (1991:34-35) 

Their studies of grocery shopping (Lave, Murtaugh and de la Rocha, 1984), recovering 

alcoholics, navy quartermasters, butchers, Vai and Gola tailors (Lave, 1988; Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) convincingly open a whole new sense of the concept. Lave and Wenger 

(1991) defme "learning" as a collective practice in which novices shift their patterns of 

participation in relation to experts in a "community of practice" which is roughly analogous 

to the concept of activity system. For Lave and Wenger, the "situated-ness" of learning is 

defmed as follows: 

In the concept of situated learning we were developing, however, the situated-ness of 
activity appeared to be anything but a simple empirical attribute of everyday activity 
or a corrective 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-drive) nature of 
learning activity for people involved. That perspective meant that there is not activity 
that is not situated. (1991:32-33) 

This is a major step toward understanding learning in an expanded way, beyond a focus on 

organized classroom settings, beyond individualized and discrete events, and embracing the 

complexity and contingency of the everyday. It is a conceptualization of learning which 

helps us, to clarify the way that people's everyday learning is integrated with social life and 

the reproduction of spccific forms of social difference. 

The key shifts that the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) make possible in relation to 

the dominant approaches to adult learning already reviewed in Chapter 3 are three fold. The 

first shift is produced in relation to a conceptual apparatus that allows, indeed encourages, the 

analyst to enter into grounded empirical work in a range of settings in a way that traditional 



individualized, psycho-physical models of learning do not see as relevant. The second shift is 

produced by placing "participation", i.e. social relations, at the centre of the analysis. This is 

important for overcoming the initial barriers to our understanding of learning rooted in, for 

example, our concerns about formal curriculum, the institutionalization of learning through 

mass schooling, and the mutual development of learning theorylpractice within the context of 

education per se. Learning is literally everywhere, understandable beyond the narrow-ness of 

the credentialization and kabour market exchange. Rooted in these two shifts, the domimawe 

of individualism and cognitivism is seriously challenged. As Lave describes in earlier work: 

The question is, 'Why does the mind with its durable cognitive tools remain the only 
imaginable source of continuity across situations for most cognitive researchers - 
while we isolate the culturally and socially constituted activities and settings of 
everyday life and t..-ir economic and political structures and cyclical routines from 
the study of thinking. and so ignore them?" ... reactions to the study of cognition-in- 
context follow from strong beliefs and longstanding practices that create a taken-for- 
granted divide bctwcen cognitive processes and the settings and activities of which 
they are a part. (Lave, 1988:76) 

The thud shift is closely connected to the others and involves the potential to move beyond 

hierarchically organized systems of dominant cultural values and relevance in the context of 

learning. This de-stabilizes the tyranny of CLH in that legitimate knowledgelskiU production 

can be located outside professionalised curriculum, but more specifically anywhere we 

identify everyday social practice: to use Vygotsky's phrase wherever there are "cultural tools 

and signs" available. 

At the same time however, Situated Learning requires the sharpening of existing 

conceptual tools for a broader, more historicized and socially transformative program of 

inquiry. Although Situated Learning needn't suffer from narrowly contextualized analyses of 

micro-interaction, it nevertheless seems to. The "context" of learning remains trimmed of 

important cultural and historical relations. In addition, Situated Learning, while critical of 

the formal schooling bias, at a more fundamental level still appears to display a commitment 

towards forms of experthovice relations of learning. In this matter, Lave and Wenger are 

quite explicit: learning is the relations between members in a field of expert and novice 

practitioners. In this context, Lave and Wenger's (1991) social-relational theory of learning 



becomes somewhat more ambiguous: certain social relations are, in effect, favoured over 

others as relevant to the leaning process.5 

The fmal features of Situated Learning I'll take a critical look at concern issues of 

micro-context and cultural material power. While Lave and Wenger comment on the 

essential need to theorize issues of contlict~cooperation as well as issues of cultural/material 

power, at the level of their actual empirical analyses these relations are highly 

underdeveloped. I tracc these problems to an understanding of the basic structures of 

opportunity and participation captured in the notions of "legitimacy" and "peripherality", 

which Lave and Wenger themselves indicate are a bit tricky. 

Legitimate peripherality is a complex notion, implicated in social structures involving 
relations of power. As a place in which one moves toward more-intensive 
participation, peripherality is an empowering position. As a place in which one is 
kept from participating more fully - often legitimately, from the broader perspective 
of society at large - it is a disempowering position. Beyond that, legitimate 
peripherality can be a position at the articulation of related communities. In this 
sense, it can itself be a source of power or powerlessness, 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 perceived as connected .... There is not 
place in a community of practice designated "the periphery" and, most emphatically, it 
has no single core or centre ... We have chosen to call that to which peripheral 
participation leads, full participation. Full participation is intended to do justice to the 
diversity of relations involved in varying forms of community membership. (1991:36) 

Peripherality (like marginality) is a relational concept, and therefore is impossible to 

understand without also assuming a centre. Furthermore, there is the question of 

"legitimacy" according to whom? Despite the apparent open-ness toward multiple 

perspectives there is, nestled away in the explanation, a type of unproblematized assumption 

called "the broader perspective of society at large" (p.36). Who is 'society at large'? Does it 

have a gender, a race or class? 

Both Engestrom (1987; 1992), and Lave and Wenger (1991; Lave, 1988) provide 

5~ngesu6m's  work on expertise, by comparison, is more open in this regard. By definition there are 
few "pedagogues" for the virtuoso and Engestrom seriously considers the notion of knowledge production 
beyond pedagogy and experdnovice relations altogether, postulating the notion of "learning what is not yet 
there" (199214-18). 



important contemporary elnborations of the work of Leont'ev and Vygotsky. However, there 

is a shared need to more critically evaluate issues of social standpoint in activity. Social 

standpoints draw our attention to the broader motive-structures of activities. Understanding 

standpoints in activity parallels the research interests expressed in Leont'ev's discussion of a 

gang of primitive hunters. What seems to be irrational behaviour amongst certain members, 

if brought into perspective by the appropriate goal and motive structures of activity, can 

suddenly become understandable. 

4.4 The Need for Further Concepts 

The development of the type of grounded approach to learning in the everyday I 

suggest here extends the tenets of historical materialism, f is t  and foremost, by placing actual 

activities of historically situated human agents at the centre of the analysis. Neo-Vygotskian 

approaches provide the central point of departure, however some of the features that I 

problcmatised initially in section 4.1 (such as the need to understand different social 

standpoints in activity and the need to maintain the active subject who is the producer of 

activity) are not completely reconcilable with existing neo-Vygotskian approaches. The idea 

of a dialogue with other compatible approaches is not new for neo-Vygotskians, and below I 

specifically outline the relationship between Goffman's concept of "frames" and Bourdieu's 

"habitus" (though they arc not 'neo-Vygotskians') as important additions to the basic neo- 

Vygotskian framework. 

In clarifying class stmdpoints in activity ahstract notions of standpoint are not good 

enough to provide a critical account of people's actual social practice. Rather standpoints are 

always accomplished by active human agents, inter-subjectively in encounters with others. 

While he does not critically theorize the broader social significance of social standpoints, I 

agree with several neo-Vygotskians who have suggested the general relevance of the 

sociology of Erving Goffmn6 Goffman's work, in particular his notions of "framing and 

keying" procedures (GofSmm, 1974) is, I think, particularly important for extending the 

critical, grounded examination of the inter-subjective basis of social interaction. Neo- 

6 ~ o r  a recent discussion of the continued relevance of Goffman for sociological analysis see Riggins 
(1990) as well a collection of papers in Socioloeical Pers~ectives (1996; volume 3). 



Vygotskians have not, to date, provided convincing explanations of how the structure of 

activity is both reproduced and at the same time surprisingly open to variation at the inter- 

subjective level. 

When we examine interview data such as those presented in section 4.1, we can see 

that a person's ongoing mode of participation in activity systems is partly dependent on the 

frame of meaning he or shc ascribes to the situation. Following the examples presented 

above, whether it's the way ongoing work experience is understood, how working-class 

positions in society are made visible in ongoing activity, or even how learning is understood 

as a dimension of virtually zll social practice, it is a general meaning or frame that provides 

the basis for coordinated interaction with others. For Goffman a "frame" is an identifiable 

element of the organization of social life that governs social events and our sub.jective 

involvement in them. It provides us a way of thinking about the organization of human 

experience in the structurcd contingency and complexity of ongoing interaction. 

[Rraming does not so much introduce restrictions on what can be meaningful as it 
does open up variability. Differently put, persons seem to have a very findmental 
capacity to accept changes in organizational premises which, once made, render a 
whole strip of activity different from what it is modelled on and yet somehow 
meaningful, in the sense that these systematic differences can be corrected for and 
kept from disorganizing perception, while at the same time the story line is 
maintained. (Goffman, 1974238) 

It has [been] argued that these frameworks are not merely a matter of mind, but 
correspond in some sense to the way in which an aspect of the activity itself is 
organized, especially activity directly involving social agents. Organizational 
premises are involved, and these are something cognition somehow arrives at, not 
something cognition creates or generates. Given their understanding of what it is that 
is going on, individuals fit their actions to this understanding and ordinarily find that 
the ongoing world supports this fitting. These organizational premises - sustained 
both in the mind and in activity - I call the frame of activity. (1974247) 

Goffman adds a barrage of mini-concepts that are both fascinating and useful for virtually any 

analysis of ongoing cultural practice. The sensitivity they add to irderactional analysis is 

important and complements the tools of analysis that neo-Vygotskians already use. To the 

notion of frames Goffman adds the following supplementary concepts: 

a) A main activity contains tracks, or channels of activity and includes: a story line; an 



evidentiary boundary; and, at least 4 subordinate tracks (one sustaining disattended 
events; one directional; one overlaid communication; and, one of matters of 
concealment) 

b) Participation status shift according to group size, context and casting. 

Building from this, a primary franle is defmed as follows: 

Primary frameworks vary in degree of organization. Some are neatly presentable as a 
system of entities, postulates, and rules; others - indeed, most others - appear to have 
no apparent articulated shape, providing only a lore of understanding, an approach, a 
perspective. Whatever the degree of organization, however, each primary framework 
allows its user to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infmite number of 
concrete occurrences defmed in its terms. He is likely to be unaware of such 
organized features as the framework has and unable to describe the framework with 
any completeness if asked, yet these handicaps are no bar to hi easily and fully 
applying it. (1974:21) 

Framing thus has the potential to represent a multi-faceted and complex social reality 

including its tacit dimensions which was not lost on Goffman: 

... what appear to be its external brackets take their character (in part) from the 
presence of internal ones. But from a different point of view - a wider, more inclusive 
one - these extermal brackets can be seen as internal ones too. Thus the good-bye 
ritual that terminates a day at the office can be seen as an external bracket from the 
point of view of that particular day's work, but it can also be viewed as an internal 
bracket relative to a more abiding undertaking, namely, the continuing performance of 
the work role, a performance that is interrupted at the end of each weekday, on 
weekends and at holidays. (1974:261) 

For Goffman, "keying" is an important element of understanding the complexity of 

framing procedurzs. It is concepts such as keying, that clearly demonstrate Goffman's 

acknowledgment of the active subject which can work within and indeed shift the structures 

of social life described by frames in the course of interaction. 

A set of conventions by which a given activity, one already meaningful in terms of 
some primary framework, is transformed into something patterned on this activity but 
seen by the participants to be something quite different. The process of transcription 
can be called "keying". A rough musical analogy is intended. (1974:44) 

Actions framed entirely in terms of aprimary framework are said to be real or actual, 
to be really or actually or literally occurring. A keying of these actions performed, 
say, onstage provides us with something that it not literal or real or actually occurring. 



Nonetheless, we would say that the staging of these actions was really or actually 
occurring .... And to this must be added the real that is construed retrospectively - 
brought to mind because of our way of defming something as not qualifying in that 
way. (197447) 

These framingkeying procedures provide a means to account for how people consciously and 

socially negotiate and coordinate the full range of operations and actions within a frame of 

activity together. 

Goffman himself differentiated between "learning" and doing as an issue of framing 

and keying. This is expressed in typically eccentric Goffman-esque, in his use of this quote 

from the San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle (about a local college course on 

"guerrilla warfare"): 

This unusual college class, a subject of controversy off campus, is being investigated 
by the state attorney general's office. 'If it is a classroom discussion on guerilla 
warfare,' says Charles O'Brien, chief deputy attorney general here, 'that is one thing; if 
it is an exercise in guerdla warfare, if they are training guerrillas, that is quite another 
thing.' (Goffman, 197468) 

Although certainly not a central focus of frame analysis, it is important to note that Goffman 

also understood the limitations or structuring effects inherent within frames. Goffman's 

notion of "casting" and what he referred to as "person-role formulae" (1974:270) was never 

developed in terms of any particularly explicit theory of power-relations, but through them 

we can see that despite  he contingency of the "interaction order" people are neither free to 

participate in any activity thcy choose and nor are they frce to participate in any way they 

choose. 

Who can qualify for playing [a certain role]? ... Obviously there exist what might be 
called social factors, preferred or ancillary qualifcations required of the person who 
takes the role, these organized in our system of age grading, sex typing, class and 
ethnic stratification. (1974:27)' 

'~ndeed, Goftinan also acknowledges the relevancy of particular standpoints in frames of activity 
when he uses the term "casting". Though notion of casting is not extensively developed in his work, Goliinan 
does suggest the rdevance of a particular group's "cosmologies"(or "Gamework" of framing procedures) as a 
means of understanding the collective experience of particular groups operating from specific structuralized 
standpoints. 

Taken all together, the primary Gameworks of a particular social group constitute a cenual element of 
its culture, especially insofar as understandings emerge concerning principal classes of schemata, the 



Reflecting back on the data I presented at the outset of this chapter, consciousness of 

"learning" situation, particularly in ongoing everyday activity (or retrospectively), can be seen 

to be dependent on interviewees' framing and keying of the situation which brings certain 

tracks of interaction into conscious focus. If, as neo-Vygotskians such as Lave and Wenger 

(1991) say, learning is defied as changing forms of participation and movement from 

peripheral to full participation, then the keying of frames of activity that bring into focus the 

interactional machinery through which one alters their mode of participation is central to the 

process. Using the notion of frame as a "figured world" and drawing on Bakhtin's idea of the 

"space of authoring", Holland et al. comment on the necessarily social character of even the 

most individualized practicc. 

[Tlhe cultural figurings of selves, identities, and the figures worlds that constitute the 
horizon of their meaning against which they operate, are collective products. One can 
significantly re-orient one's own behaviour, and can even participate in the creation of 
new figured worlds and their possibilities for new selves, but one can engage in such 
play only as part of 'a collective. One can never inhabit a world without at least the 
figural presence of others, of a social history in person. The space of authoring, of 
self-fashioning, remains a social and cultural space, no matter how intimately held it 
may become. And, it remains, more often than not, a contested space, a space of 
struggle. (Holland ct al, 1998:282) 

Changing modes of participation and thus learning can, and do, occur without this level of 

self-consciousness. Holland et al.'s discussion of the social processes in which alcoholics 

"learn" to become "non-drinking alcoholics" (1998) is a well developed example of how the 

conscious keying of frames (in new forms of activity and also retrospectively to re-appraise 

past activity) in social groups (Alcoholics Anonymous) leads to a specific type of "learning". 

Here the authors trace how people are brought into fuller participation in a new social 

network through collective efforts to use narratives to shift ongoing modes of participation, 

or what the authors' call identities-in-practice. In Holland et al. (1998) we see the extension 

of this discussion of limitations in the active production of frames. "Placement" or 

relations of these classcs to one another, and the sum tolal of forces and agents that these interpretive 
designs acknowledge lo be lwse in the world. One must uy to form an image of a group's kamework 
of frameworks - irs belief system, its "cosmology" - even though this is a domain that close students of 
contemporary social lifc have usually been happy to give over to others. (Goffman, 197427) 



"positionality" for Holland et al. (1998) refers to the casting that people take on in specific 

frames of activity, but is not limited to strictly discursive or "narrativized" dimensions. 

Another type of placement is at least as important as narrativized or discursive 
placement: positioning by access to space, to associates, to activities and to genres ... 
Perspectives are tied to a sense of entitlement or disentitlement to the pirticular 
spaces, relationships, activities, and forms of expression that together make up indices 
of identity. . . . Even in the face of powerful situational determinants ... these identities, 
especially when supported by others of like perspective, afford some self-control and 
agency. (p.44-46) 

As a theory of learning that focuses on social participation, neo-Vygotskian 

frameworks have something to gain in reflecting on Goffman's concepts. These concepts 

display a level of sensitivity towards both the variability and structured coherence of social 

interaction at the inter-subjective level that is clearly beyond neo-Vygotskian formulations to 

date. However, Goffman suffered from a well articulated sense of political disinterest 

(Psathas, 1996:384) that clearly limited the abiity to develop his concepts more fully for the 

type of class-based project that I've initiated with this research. For this we can consider a 

theory of the reproduction and change of embodied preferences, comportment, dispositions 

and Pastes offered in Bourdieu's concept of class-habitus. 

As introduced in Chapter 1, Bourdieu's notion of class habitus arises from hi more 

general "Theory of Practice" (1977; 1990) which places at its centre a sociology incorporating 

certain materialist and social constructivist ideas about structure and constraint. For 

Bourdieu habitus is defied as follows, 

...g enerative and unifying principle which retranslates the intrinsic and the relational 
characteristics of a position into a unitary lifestyle, that is, a unitary set of choices of 
persons, goods, practices. L i e  the positions of which they are a product, habitus are 
differentiated, but they are also differentiating. Being distinct and distinguished, they 
are also distinction operators, implementing different principles of differentiation or 
using differently the common principles of differentiation. (Bourdieu, 1998%) 

My use of hahitus/field appears to be a much more narrow one than proposed by Bourdieu 

and those working through his work (e.g. Chadesworth, 2000). My use of the concept 



focuses on habitus as 'habitus-in-action'.' In a recent article flagging a similar preference 

Rabinow and Dreyfus explain it this way: 

We want, however, to distinguish two components in Bourdieu's work: an 
ontologically informed research program, which we call "existential analytics", and 
the scientific theory of social meaning - Bourdieu's theory of symbolic capital - which 
we argue is a specific and contestable interpretation of who we are and what we are 
always up to. We think that these two components are analytically separable and that 
objective description is the appropriate way to approach what human beings are and 
how their social practices cohere. (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1999: 84-85)' 

Habitus is central to Bourdieu's efforts to move beyond the opposition of structure and 

agency in making sense of the social world. It is an attempt to break the barriers that, as 

Calhoun (1993) writes, 

...g rasp practice solely as constituting, as expressed in methodological and ontological 
individualism (phenomenology), and those that view practice solely as constituted, as 
exemplified by Levi-Strauss's structuralism and the structural functionatism of the 
descendants of Durkheim. (Calhoun, 1993:4) 

Bourdieu's solution is the conccption of habitus as a semi-durable feature of human practice 

that can partially travel lhrough space and time. However 1 say 'partially' because habitus 

travels only to be activated and in so doing undergoing some elements of change. It 

constitutes participation in practice but in so doing is re-constituted 

the habitus ... makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks thanks to 
analogical transfers of schemes permitting the solution of similarly shaped problems, 
and thanks to the unceasing corrections of the results obtained. (Bourdieu, 1977:83) 

The basic parallels between what Bourdieu, above, describes as "schemes" and similarity in 

"shaped problems" on the one hand, and Goffman's notion of frames is notable. In the real 

world of actual activities, this perspective on habitus is meant to collectively refer to the use 

of past experiences and modes of interaction that produce a person's ability to frame, key and 

'~ourdieu credits the work of Merleau-Ponty as well as Heidegger for die phenomenological 
sensitivity that opens the way for "non-intellectuali non-mechanistic analysis of the relations between agent 
and world (1990:lO) which is of direct interest to what I've referred to in Chapter 1 as the secondary project of 
this analysis. 

9 ~ a l h o u n  (1995) evidently agrees wid1 this basic formulation also suggests that the determinations of 
the latter can be left behind (p.153). 



fmd a place from which to begin micro-coordinated accomplishment of social interaction. 

Habitus is a concept that allows us to delve deeper into the social significance, and the 

relations of differentiating practices of constraints that any individual faces in attempting to 

participate in activity. 

For Bourdieu, however, a person's habitus is closely connected to its realization in a 

specific "field of activity. The concept of lield is meant to refer to a scope of relevancy for 

interaction complete with specific roles, logic of operation, history, and so on. An example 

of this would be the field of education which makes relevant certain issues (and makes 

irrelevant others) with relatively stable sets of social roles including student, teacher and so 

on, ils own institutionalized practices, etc. In its basic form the field is said to be semi- 

autonomous with an underlying foundation in broader fields of "institutional power" and 

"class relations" (Bourdieu. 1998:32-34). However the turn toward what Dreyfus and 

Rabinow refer (1999) to as an imp!ausible "scientific theory of social meaning", which the 

authors argue is far too static and structural, occurs in Bourdieu's formulation of field and 

specifically habituslfield relations, not, I argue, in the conceptualization of the habitus per se. 

Field is defmed by Bourdieu as the distribution of appropriate forms of capital. This, 

unfortunately sets the stage for what many (e.g. Calhoun, 1993; Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1999; 

Butler, 1999; Livingstone, 1999) consider to be Bourdieu's distorted and one-sided 

structuralist"' descriptions of class domination. Theories of habituslfield which provide the 

basis for Bourdieu's "human capital" thesis go beyond the otherwise warranted claims he 

makes concerning the historically and culturally situated practices of active human agents. 

Though habituslfield relations indicate a process of virtually totalized class, gender and race 

domination, these process are virtually never as complete as one might assume from 

Bourdieu. 

Framinglkeying and the notion of habitus-in-action as I've outlined them, 

10 Butler comments Lhat, "...the field, often figured as preexisting or as a social given, does not alter by 
virtue of the habitus, but the l~ahitus always and only alters by virtue of the demands put upon it by the 
"objectivity" of the field." (1999:117) 



complement each other nicely and together f d  an important gap in neo-Vygotskian 

scholarship. Habitus has little use to a critical materialist analysis if it is simply a static 

description of preferences, class histories, and dispositions, or if it is necessarily saddled with 

invariant structure such as Bourdieu's "fields". Habitus is a means of explicating the type of 

physically and culturally embodied set of dispositions that shape, hut do not determine, the 

participatory roles that are available to people, and which they would be interested in taking 

on in the first place. Framing and keying of frames, on the other hand, are a means of 

understanding the contingency and variability that is made available by human agents in the 

course of real interaction despite the relative durability of the class habitus. 

4.5 Summary 

The discussion so 5x has provided several important steps toward the analysis of 

working-class computer learning in the everyday by organizing a specific program of inquiry 

into class-based learning. I began by posing a series of questions that arose from interviews 

with working people about their learning. I then provided a critical discussion of current neo- 

Vygotskian literature, and ended with suggested means of f ~ g  important gaps in the neo- 

Vygotskian framework by reflecting on the work of Erving Goffman and Pierre Bourdieu. 

Issues of social standpoint, the active subject, differentiated participation, and the structures 

of participation are pre-figured in the approach I mapped in this chapter. 

The chapter introduced examples and themes that initiate a grounded analysis of 

working-class dimensions of learning and a working-class learning habitus specifically. 

Preliminary features of this habitus included a type of relational and at times oppositional 

disposition toward formal education rooted in past and ongoing experiences. Indeed, in 

section 4.1, pcople talked extensively about having had "bad times" in school, "not believing" 

in school, how real life is "not the way school sets things up", and how formal training was 

not useful to actually doing the job. Preferences were developed in the course of learning in 

the everyday from a working-class standpoint, and revolved around collective, hands-on 

learning in settings that were not set up for learning, training or education specifically. These 

latter suggestions form preliminary features of a working-class learning habitus as well. 



Chapter 5 
"That's Technology": Understanding Working-Class 

Perspectives on Computer Technology 

For halfa century, along with television, space fight, nuclear weapons, and 
automobiles, computers have formed the technological backdrop for the [North] 
American mental landscape. Revered as the consummate representatives of an ever 
more technological civilization, they are tools for work and toys for play, assistants to 
science, f~vtures of daily life. The are icons of efficiency, social status, and a high- 
tech future. (Edwards, 1995:69) 

It is questionable if all the mechanical inventions yet made have lightened the day's 
toil of any human being. (John Stuart Mill) 

See, that's a funny word, technology. (R7) 

While in the previous chapter I dealt with an approach to adult learning that opens up our 

understanding of class differentiation, in this short chapter I want to focus on computer 

technology, and more specifically its relationship to capitalism and class experience. These 

discussions relate to a neo-Vygotskian theory of "tool-mediation". This documentation of 

general "perspectives" and class experiences is relevant as it provides a sketch of the specific 

goal and motive-structure of working-class computer-based activity. 

I will argue two basic points in regard to a working-class perspective on computer 

technologies. First, I suggest that these perspectives form what Antonio Gramsci (1971) 

called "common sense" which is filled with various contradictory elements. Working-class 

people openly provide a description of computer technologies in terms of efficiency and 

control when discussing these technologies in the abstract. However, as people begin to 

discuss these same technologies in the concrete, many begin to identify competing negative 

effects (e.g. job-loss, loss of operator control, safety concerns in the workplace and so on). 

This contradictory character of "common sense" is not confiied to the working-class and is 

not simply a set of half-truths, folk myths and fairy tales. Working-class technological 

common sense is actively produced out of the contradictory character of actual working-class 

life in advanced capitalist society. In other words, these contradictions are less dependent on 

individual abilities to make "good sense" (Gramsci, 1971) as they are a reflection of the 
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contradictory experiences of life activity, a specific class-based mode of participation. 

Second, I suggest that these perspectives provide important clues and background knowledge 

for making explicit the goal and motive-structure of people's activity. As neo-Vygotskians 

beginning with Leont'ev (1978) have argued, we cannot understand the meaning of people's 

practices without understanding the larger structure of the activity in which they're engaged. 

Implicated in this goal and motive-structure are the dispositions, comportment, preferences 

and tastes (i.e. the class habitus) that surround and inform orientations toward "learning" 

practices specifically. 

According to Roszak (1994), the word computer entered the North American public 

vocabulary in the 1950's. This was at a time when the most advanced models were still 

room-sized beasts that burned enough electricity (given the circuitry of the day) to present a 

serious cooling problem. Today, the sophistication and power of both the devices and the 

associated rhctoric have expanded considerably. Everywhere we are inundated with images 

of the high-tech, "info-bahn" world. However, despite the dominant rhetoric of technology, it 

is doubtful that John Stuart Mill's observation above, made over a century ago, is any less 

true today. A host of critical writers on technology note this fact explicitly. Therefore, we 

are presented with a set of contradictory claims: expanded power, efficiency and influence of 

technology on the one hand, and questionable claims as to the range of shared positive 

benefits on the other. Digging a little deeper into the different effects that technologies have 

on the population, we see that the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that there 

will be a massive growth in rates of employment in the computer sector by 2005 (certainly a 

positive fmding for people who depend on a wage to live). On the other hand, in a (U.S.) 

population predicted to grow to between 280 and 300 million by this time, we see that the 

total numbers of people actually employed in this sector will still be under a half a million 

people. Looking at computers in the workplace in Canada, Krahn and Lowe's (1998:104- 

105) examination indicates that primary, service, and manufacturing sectors lag behind 

management, science and professional occupational groups by an average of 318% in terms 

of percentage of computer use on the job (21% and 66.8% respectively) and 141% in terms of 

total hours per week. These sets of statistics begin to draw our attention to the class-based 



character of technology and technological change. We see both an over estimation of the 

knowledge-based work of technologist and programmers on the one hand, and a bifurcation 

of the technological opportunities in the workplace based on occupational status on the other. 

The basic use and access statistics presented in Table 1.1 (Chapter 1) also indicate important 

changes in the home and workplace. Clearly there has been some sort of technological 

revolution, but the character and dynamics of this revolution tell us more about relations of 

class, occupation and capital accumulation than the developmental trajectory of computer 

technologies themselves. From the standpoint of working people, it is a revolution in which 

positive features (e.g. some growth in "knowledge work;  the potential for greater 

discretionary time due to automation; the potential for lower consumer costs) are often wildly 

overblown and negative features (e.g. technological-based unemployment; work 

intensification; deskilling; heightened surveillance) are just as wildly understated. 

Despite this growing awareness of computer-based technological revolution, for the 

vast majority of Canadian manufacturing workers, the infusion of computers directly into 

their lives on the shopfloor is little over a decade old (McMullan, 1996). Indeed the majority 

of manufacturing workers I spoke to in this research who actively used computers in the 

workplace, indicated that this technology had only appeared on their shopfloor in the fust 

half of the 1990's. Nevertheless, according to Menzies (1996), for blue collar workers the 

structure of capitalism is shifting toward "quick-response" and "just-in-time" manufacturing. 

Workplaces are being re-engineered into global "cybernetic systems" permitting centralized 

fmancial and managerial control, intensification, commodification of activity, unprecedented 

fragmentation and surveillance of the labour process that does not represent a real break from 

current practices, but rather represents an intensification of its basic logic. 

It is business as usual with a vengeance .... With the information highway signalling 
the network-integration phase of a computerized restructuring which dates from the 
1970's, the industrial paradigm is shifting [to] exploit the highway network as a 
"unified system" of production, marketing distribution, and consumption. This isn't a 
strictly technological development, nor a deterministic one. A host of ideological and 
historical choices are at work, including deficit cutting and government down-sizing; 
privatization, free trade, and deregulation, plus downward ratcheting of social and 
labor standards. (Menzies, 1998:87-89) 



Descriptions of computer learning and labour process in the following chapter (particularly 

Chapter 6) in fact provide a detailed look at how these processes are actively achieved in the 

workplace. 

This picture of computer technological development and the perspectives that are 

produced in relation to it are, in fact, closely related to the discussion of the forces of 

technological development that Marx outlined originally in his exposition on work 

intensification, and changes in the relation of fixed to constant capital (Marx, 1867- 

6811990:Vol. 3). However, issues of computer technologies can be understood in another 

way as well. We can examine computerization beginning with the perspectives, experiences 

and actual practices of working-class people themselves. In the sections below and in later 

chapters, these concerns over working-class common sense becomes relevant to computer 

learning in three interrelated ways: as a working-class technological discourse that itself is a 

form of tool-mediation; as a major element of the brwdder goal and motive-structure of 

activity; and, specifically as an element, that together with one's class learning habitus, 

orients ongoing framing and accomplishment of local interaction and leLvning. Before 

turning our attention to this however, let me fust provide a brief reflection on the historical 

trdjectory of computer technology and then provide a critical framework with which to 

proceed. 

5.1 Situating Computer Technology Historically 

Technology hasn't simply descended to the earth from the heavens. It has been 

brought into being by specilic historical and political economic relations. David Noble in his 

ground-breaking work, Forces of Production (1984; see also Noble, 1986; 1993). provides us 

with an impressive example of just how such forces have conspired to provide us with the 

kinds of technologies, specifically lcro-computer technologies, which working people are 

faced with today. Noble demonstrates how elites - in the context of the post-war industrial- 

military complex and post-war capitalism in the US - actively produced the types of 

information technologies that specifically have led to the modem micro-computer. 

Briefly, the concerted activities of specific corporations, principally General Electric, 

Westinghouse, RCA, AT&T and IBM, can be seen as essential for the appearance of 



computer technologies we know today. However, this L an accomplishment achieved not by 

the use of private research and development, but rather, as Noble shows, it was achieved 

through the conscious, forceful and direct use of material resources and political power 

resulting in unprecedented access to public funding. This conscious use of power helped to 

mass  huge profits for elites during World War I1 through military contracts and was then 

extended to create and thcn reap benefits of the American military-industrial complex within 

the cold war era. What's more, Noble shows how this control of public monies and the 

extension of the reach of these programs into public research institutions such as the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, led directly to specific forms of computer technology 

such as Computerized Numerical Control (CNC). These same concerted efforts continued 

well past the early post-World War I1 period in North America and continue in increasingly 

complex forms today as original production-based technologies expand into spheres of 

distribution, marketing, conununications and consumption vis-his  the home computer 

industry (e.g. see Mosco, 1993; Menzies, 199G; McChesney, 1998). 

Returning to these earlier roots however, we see that CNC technologies emerged 

from, were designed for, and were further modified in the practical world of work under the 

specific requirements of capitalist accumulation. It is through this process of mediation, that 

computer technologies have come to be inherently capital-centric. What makes this even 

more clear in Noble's work, however, are the alternative technologies that could have 

achieved many of the publicly-stated purposes of technological research and development, 

but which differed only in their degree of capital-centricity. The key example in this regard 

was "Record/Playback" (RIP) computerized technology. The distinction between CNC and 

WP technologies lies in the fact that under R/P practical skills and knowledge of workers 

themselves control the 'programming' of the machinery. In this way, RIP forms of computer 

technology can be considered more labour-centric; however, as Noble puts it: "to the 

software engineer, this places far too many cards in the hands of the lowly machinist" 

(1984:190). A similar dynamic in which power and control directly influence available 

technologies is described in pan-historical terms in the work of Mumford, 

[mrom late neolithic times in the Near East, right down to our own day, two 



technologies have recurrently existed side by side: one authoritarian, the other 
democratic, the first system-centred, immensely powerful, but inherently unstab!~, the 
other man-centred [sic], relatively weak, but resourceful and durable. (Mumford, 
1991:14) 

In our times this trajectory of technological development is a clear example of how capitalist 

relations actively produce tools which nevertheless come to be regarded as neutral. The 

concrete political and fimncial mobilization in the industrial, governmental, military and 

higher education spheres by elite groups that Noble examines have actively cut-short the 

possibility of labour-centric technologies such as the RfP system. Decades of formal as well 

as practical experimentation, research and development (and enormous public fmancial 

resources) were directed instead to CNC technologies and its line of development thereby 

narrowing the possibilities of RIP and similar democratizing, labour-centric technologies. 

New alternatives do and will continue to appear as Mumford's comments suggest. 

McChesney uses the Internet as a (potentially) progressive example of this kind. 

The Internet has opcned up very important space for progressive and democratic 
communication, especially for activists hamstrung by traditional commercial media. 
Some have argued that the Internet will eventually break up the vice-like grip of the 
global media monopoly and provide the basis for a golden age of free, uncensored, 
democratic communication. Yet whether one can extrapolate from activist use of the 
Internet to seeing the Internet become the democratic medium for society writ large is 
another matter. Thc notion that the Internet will permit humanity to leapfrog over 
capitalism and corporate communication is in sharp contrast to the present rapid 
commercialization of the Internet. (McChesney, 1998:21) 

As the detailed practical analysis of Cockshott and Cottrell(1993), Bansler (1989), Ehn 

(1988), Taylor and Sawchuk (2000) and others demonstrates, alternative uses and 

development of computer technologies remain possible. To draw on some political and 

labour-based examples, we can look at my own union's (Canadian Union of Public 

Employees) internationally ground-breaking Solinet, Russia's original GlasNet, various forms 

of distance education (e.g. Open Universities in the U.K. and Canada), and the recent plans 

for an online international labour university (see Lee, 1997), as well as the myriad of small- 

scale, local initiatives including activist list-serves, Bulletin Board Systems's (BBS) and the 

like, all of which suggest a persistent democratizing pressure emanating from below. The 



labour-centric model of technologies will continue in whatever form it can not only because 

alternative forms and visions of genuinely democratic social life conticue, but as Willcinson 

(1983). Engleberger (1977) and others noted some time ago, becausz the actual differences 

between capital versus labour-centric technologies, in terms of publicly stated purposes, 

remain an ambiguously open question. 

The fust point to be made about 'efficiency', 'product quality', 'productivity', 
etc. is that these, generally unquestioned, indicators of technological success 
are dacult to measure with any degree of accuracy, and in any case are rarely 
measured in suflicient detail to determine the exact economic advantages over 
any alternatives. ( W i s o n ,  1983:82) 

5.2 Outlining a Critical Approach to Computer Technologies 

Reviewing various types of technology literature we can discern two basic 

approaches. This two-type model draws on a general reading of a range of seminal texts in 

the study of technology including Mumford (1991), Ellul(1964), Schiier (1981), Mander 

(1978), Robins and Webster (1989) and Dreyhs (1992), as well as the more exhaustive (and 

exhausting) review of government reports (e.g. Industry Canada, 1994 for a key example in 

the Canadian context). Thc central point that many of the critical analysts of technology are 

quick to point out is that tcchnology, tools and technics are never neutral. Indeed, critical 

discussions of technology implicate an entire range of psychological, social and political 

issues. Starr c1995) has put it this way: 

Because computers are simultaneously communication media and product, objects of 
analysis and infrastructure for analysis, intimate and formal, they form good occasions 
to study a variety of basic process&: the development of material culture, the 
formation of practice-based networks, the fallibility of language, the relationship 
between power and infrastructure. Where they model work processes and facilitate 
them, they are a mirror of those processes, as in systems and requirements analysis; 
where they simplify or relfy informal and local understandings, they are a house of 
mirrors for both designers and users. (Star, 1995:6-7) 

The two broad approaches can be broken into technocratic and critical-historical orientations. 

The fust approach presents a cropped and fragmented historical analysis and fails to consider 

different standpoints in relation to technologies. The result is a massive rescation of 

technologies, turning them into autonomous and active social element in themselves. From 



this perspective, technologies appear as spontaneous discoveries and not expressions 

continuous with underlying sets of social relations. Often the technology is given a positive 

or neutral casting. Take for example, Attewell's position on computing and computer literacy 

in which he seeks to neutralize computer technology as separatc from broader social and 

political relations. 

... it is sad in some ways that computers have provided the occasion for such 
confrontation, because the discussion has subsequently become clouded. The focus 
on computing displaces and disguises what is in essence a dispute over values and 
political or educational philosophy. (Attewell, 1989:36-7) 

As in Attewell, typically there is an attempt to separate technology on the one hand, from its 

uses and its inherently value-laden character on the other. 

We should remember that in everyday life the roots of this less critical approach to 

technology depend on the type of intricate and expansive network of private media that 

weave, as Edwards (1995) puts it, "a dense and energetic fabric of signifying forms" which 

include, 

... not only the fantastic high-tech futures of science fiction, but also the visions that 
guide public policy and science in a world of very-large-scale integrated circuits 
(Haraway, 1985). Computers were the enigmatic objects of profound hopes and 
hatreds even before their invention during the Second World War. They have always 
been as much symbols as practical devices: 'giant brains', standards of precision, signs 
of scientific values, evidence of omnipotence. Ideas about artificial intelligence, a 
networked society where computers instantaneously handle calculation, 
communication and control, and the view of the human brain as a biological computer 
are now commonplaces. We can make sense of the material roles of computers as 
tools only when we simultaneously grasp their roles as cultural metaphor. (Edwards, 
199559) 

More elaborate political economic formulations of this technocratic approach can be found, 

for example, in the work of Daniel Bell (1973). While technologies must be seen as both an 

expression of social relations as well as partial determinant of them, more often than not 

under this approach technology comes to take on a kind of autonomous, creative, 

deterministic role which in turn gives rise to exaggerated notions such as the modem 

"knowledge workers" (Bell, 1973) in the post-industrial age (further popularized in Naisbitt, 

1982). Toffler's (1980) suggestion that technology leads societal change goes the final step 



by reversing subjectlobject relations.' From here, hordes of writers take the obvious final 

step: the design of better strategies for human organizations to keep up with technology. This 

naturalizing approach to technology offers little, in terms of analytical means, with which to 

unwrap the alienating and oppressive nature of work and technology. It is this position which 

Noble and others directly refute in their mapping of the historical power relations of the 

computer age. 

The critical-historical approach, on the other hand, focuses on social relations and the 

function that technologics serve in a given society. Technologies take on "values" in relation 

to the purposes to which we apply them and tend to have cemented in them a history of these 

social relations. While not particularly critical of technological development per se, Zuboff 

(1988), for example, outlines how in organizational contexts management preferences for 

technologies that allow work intensification and the shedding of labour fust and foremost, 

play an important role in what forms of technologies get used and further developed. Writers 

critical of current political economic relations of technology such as Robins and Webster 

(1989), Cockshott aid Cottrell(1993), Hakken (1993), and Lee (1997) offer attempts to 

analyse information technologies and computing in terms of the broader social context. One 

of the most relevant critical discussions of technology in terms of a social relational view is 

provided in Hacker (1991): 

Hacker: You know that one deffition by Marx that makes so much sense, that work 
could be an act of human freedom and expression of human creativity. 
Because work then sounds like play and it sounds like having block parties 
and it sounds like people getting together and enjoying - doesn't matter if 
they're building a house or damming a river, maybe. And technology is the 
way we orgunize energy and materials to get work done. I don't have a feeling 
that people [are advocating] "hands ofY nature. But it's the "gentle touch that 
would be more pleasurable, I think, for both. 

Smith: I hadn't really thought of technology in that way before. I suppose technology 
has come to have a thoroughly bad name. 

Hacker: Yeah, yeah. 
Smith: So to see technology as it could be, as embedded in really human relations is 

kind of surprising. And as enhancing people's capacities to ... 
Hacker: To be playful! 

'1t follows this direction that thecomputer was awardedTiemagazine'sperson of the year at one point. 



Smith: To be playful. 
Hacker: Yeah, like firecrackers as opposed to gunpowder. (p.202) 

Hacker provides a relevant definition of technology which I've highlighted. Whiie She 

underplays the way historical social relations of a technology are, in effect, cemented in it 

through its history of design, we nonetheless see that specific technologies take on their 

meanings and subsequent effects in specific contexts and use. 

The position I take builds from the Vygotskian notion of tool-mediation (Vygotsky, 

1978) which is another form of the critical-historical approaches to technology. This notion 

of tool-mediation is expressed in the neo-Vygotskian literature by a variety of authors 

including Cole (e.g. 1996; Cole and Griffin, 1980), Engestrom (1987) as well as Lave and 

Wenger (1991), but shows some simiiarity to the approach of Latour (1986; 1988; 1994) as 

well. Another critical theorist of technology, Mike Cooley, begins from grounded 

observation of design practice among engineers. Noting how this practice is inextricably 

linked to the social context in which it is situated, Cooley comments, 

It is therefore, obvious that the ma,jor contradiction can only be resolved when 
a change in the ownership of the means of production takes place. Much less 
obvious, however, is whether there exists a contradiction (non-antagonistic) 
between science and technology in their present form and the very essence of 
humanity. It is quite conceivable that our scientific methodology, and in 
particular our designing methodology, has been distorted by the social forces 
that give rise to its development. The question, therefore, must arise whether 
the problems of scientific development and technological change, which are 
primarily due to the nature of our class-divided society, can be solved solely 
by changing the economic base of that society ... It must be of political concern 
to them to establish whether Western technology can be simply applied to a 
socialist society ...( Cooley, 1982:74) 

A critical tool-mediation approach provides a basis to understand how technologies 

(tooVartifacts of any kind) mediate ongoing contingencies of activity, and express historical 

relations of their production and usages. 

Tool mediation is a way of transmitting cultural knowledge. Tools and culturally 
developed ways of using tools shape the external activity of individuals and through 
the process of internalization influence the nature of mental processes (internal 
activity). The role of tools is not limited to transmission of operational aspects of 
human interaction with the world. As Latour (1993) emphasized, tools also shape the 



goals of the people who use the tools. There are implicit goals that usually are "built 
into" the tools by their developers [and the context of their development1 ... The values 
and goals intended by their developers can influence users who may not even be 
aware of these influences. This is obvious in the case of some computer games but 
might be true with respect to other kinds of applications, too; for example, the style of 
communication via e-mail can be influenced by the nature of this medium, or a 
database format can influence the way people differentiate between important and less 
important facts. (Kaptelin, 1996:53-54) 

Other excellent critical research on technology, for example, can be found in the feminist 

approach of Cynthia Cockbum (1985; 1992). At the same time, tool-mediated approaches 

are no guarantee of a critical perspective toward technology. Writers such as Nardi (1996; 

and a variety of writers in her edited collectionz), BGdker (1990), and Bannon (1991) operate 

explicitly from a "tool-mediated" perspective but provide only limited critical observations 

on how practices are situatcd in broad relations of social power and capital accumulation. 

5.3 Common Sense and Perspectives on  Computer Technology 

In his Selections from the Prison Notebooks (1971) Gramsci defines common sense 

as "[that] incoherent set of generally held assumptions and beliefs common to any given 

society" (p.323). He goes on to indicate that, 

[this] does not mean that there are not truths in common sense. It means rather that 
common sense is an ambiguous, contradictory and multiform concept ... (Gramsci 
1971:423) 

This research is concerned with working-class computer learning practices but must deal with 

more general issues of class-perspectives toward technologies which play a role in shaping 

the overall structure and meaning of activity (Leont'ev, 1978). The concept of common 

sense is particularly relevant to an understanding of people's dispositions toward computers. 

The work of Hakken (1993) provides a useful starting point, in his study of working- 

class computer learning in England, for penetrating of the superficial, common-sensed veneer 

of computer learning activity from a specifically class-based perspective. Using open-ended 

interviewing and community ethnographies, Hakken outlines this specific form of working- 

class common sense. For example, women workers in a local adult education technology 

21ndeed, Nardi (1996) in her introduction to this edited collection goes so far as to make her first 
acknowledgementin theproduction ofthemanuscript, not any people, but the Internet as asentient being initself. 



program below explain specifically that their concern for technology springs from a concern 

for jobs, not getting left behind, as well as a sense of attraction to the "modem". These 

understandings compose a kind of contradictory but unified complex that, in fact, reflects the 

contradictory character of gendered, working-class life in capitalist society generally. 

I've just got one question. Will computers make people redundant? 

I can't take it all in [it's doing things] ... and you can't see it doing any of those things. 
If only I coilld see t'bus going to there, and picking it up, and moving it. If you're 
younger, you accept things. 

Men seem to make out better with tech ... women feel daft. 

Progress in one way is very good, but in another, not very nice when people don't 
have a job. 

I thought the computer had a br ain... I saw it on television falling in love with the 
operator. 

We've got to do computers. You read it, that these are the jobs of the future ... You 
either keep abreast or you get left behind. (all from Hakken, 1993:14-20) 

Careful consideration of these quotes points to an interesting range of feelings and 

observations, that taken as a whole express the character of working people's desires and 

fears in their lives as men or women, old versus young people, consumers, job applicants and 

so on. Particularly pronounced is the fear of how technology will affect their working lives 

which is fuelled by partial mystifications and a lack of information. Hakken summarizes as 

follows: 

Indeed, computerization had become an important symbol, both of political doubt and 
of the kinds of change processes that must be dealt with for the doubt to be overcome. 
Politically as well as linguistically, the working class in Sheffeld is of two minds 
about computerization. One mind-set sees it primarily as a threat, to be avoided 
where possible, if only by structuring personal consciousness. The other mind-set 
approaches computerization positively, as a new means to accomplish accepted goals. 
Often both mind-sets were held by the same person. (Hakken, 1993:23) 

In my interview data we can see the same type of class relations intenvoven in the discussion 

of a technology. Take for example, this range of quotes: 



That's progress. You can't stand in the .way of progress, anyhow. (R6) 

Your whole life is going to revolve around computers ... Computers Wow! 
Personally, I'd just as soon do without them but I know that they're coming. (R50) 

Technology you know to me it's a funny word. The future, they say the future is on 
technology, new technology for the future. They're trying to design new things, come 
up with new things I guess that's what technology is, inventing things. (R7) 

It's going to be it in the future. (R12) 

They run everything now, you have to have it, you know there is no way you can be in 
any typc of technical business without one. You know it's into everything, every 
home, somehow your connected with it. (R19) 

We see that many of the same themes that Hakken (1993) identifies emerge more or less 

directly from the context of the workplace and labour market. Within both sets of comments 

we see a persistent contradiction between a future that, while not necessarily preferred, is 

nevertheless described as inevitable. Contradictory elements of a class common sense 

emerge in their clearest form however when people begin to talk of concrete practices. This 

example provides a glimpse at the type of duality that exists in working-class perspectives on 

technology. 

R: God, you can't live today and be computer illiterate, you're out in left-field if you don't 
have any knowledge. I don't really want to have to learn it but. 

I: Do you use a computer at work then? 
R: No I don't use one there. We don't really need one. 
I: So will you buy a home computer then? 
R: Probably not. (R38) 

A contradictory "common sense" as Gramsci describes it should not be dismissed as some 

form of false consciousness. It is a reflection of contradictory positions in the cultural life 

and inrormation flows in real communities and real workplaces in advanced capitalist society. 

Indeed, this common sense is actively produced in specific contexts particularly as people 

enter into ongoing relations in which they must sell their labour-power in order to live. 
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5.4 Working-Class Technological Common Sense Rooted in the Workplace, Labour 
Market and Home 

Now let's briefly consider a more extended excerpt from the interview data where, 

again, we can more clearly see a point of transition from the dominant discourse of 

technological progress to the descriptions of the concrete lives of working people. This auto 

parts worker outlines a number of central points observed from his position in a batch- 

processing production system for a large trans-national corporation. At 35 he has been 

working at the plant for tcn years, over which time he has seen various changes to machinery 

and work organization. 

Would say that the technology in the workplace has made things better, worse, or 
hasn't changed things all that much? 
I'd probably say for the better, it makes them stay competitive, it makes them 
competitive with other companies, because I think Ford and Chrysler like to see the 
new machines with the computer control, like CNC programme type machines 
brought into the plant, it takes away that human error. 
Is there any down side to it that you can see? 
Not that I can see. [lengthy pause] Well, I don't know if you've noticed the one h e  
this week, they've just put in a new robot on the line, they have a new robot on the roll 
threader ... like where I work there's one guy on the hollow mill, one guy on the 
threader, on the line one guy runs the hollow mill, and the robot takes it up and runs it 
on the threader, so they have one guy basidly running two machines .... [and] the 
operators aren't doing, we're doing maybe minor adjustments, we're not doing any 
programming, basically they bring a job in, they proof it all out for a month or so, and 
set the programme up so basically it runs itse If... 
How would you defme "technology"? 
First thing that comes to mind is probably computers, computers and control, 
probably new ideas, advanced ideas type of thing, new ways of thinking maybe. 
Technology is changing things and I would say not just industry but the world in 
general, things are changing so fast these days now with the information highway 
they're talking about, things are changing so fast. And a lot of the newer machines 
seem to have glass enclosures, it seems just the machines they build now a days seem 
to be more thought out than years ago, with the way they made machines. Like on the 
valve h c  oil used to be dripping from the ceiling because of all the oil in the air, or if 
you ever get a chance to walk by the big drill-press machine look above that .... I 
wouldn't say it's getting rid of the drudgery, and leaving us with more time, the 
company doesn't want to hear about that. They like to see the guys work all shift type 
of thing, they don't want to see you with more time on your hands in the plant. (Rl) 

What this worker's extended, open-ended description provides us is a kind of map of the 



system of interests, relevancies and key contexts of experience from which working-class 

perspectives on computer technologies emerge. One way to understand the inter-weaving of 

dominant and subordinate standpoints operating within a working-class common sense on 

technology is to pay close attention to the syntactic use of the fust person and the "we" as 

opposed to the "them" and "they" in accounts such as this. Rl's opening line, for example, 

indicates how the "I" takes on the interests and concerns of "them," and how the CNC 

machines are granted active status in the sentence ("it takes away that human error") and his 

own actions are both objectified and denigrated (as "human error"). If we take seriously the 

connection between language, forms of discourse and consciousness, we should recognize 

the importance of manageriallworker relations in the formation of perspectives on 

computers. In this case, wc can see that positive notions of technological progress are 

interwoven with less positive observations as comments turn to specific concrete 

arrangements, job descriptions and software programming on the shopfloor. 

We've already seen that a working-class perspective on computer technology seems to 

include reflections on one's position in the labour market as a wage-earner. However, the 

degree to which these comments reflect a necessary linkage between this position in a labour 

market and forms of computer learning is expressed more clearly by this custodial worker. 

Working for an employer who is actively engaging in a process of contracting out services to 

outside providers (non-unionized for lower wages, benefits, etc.), this woman talks of another 

"world" of secure employment, better paying work and the connection of this world to 

computer technology. 

There are some layoffs coming and that, you know. So I'm on the list, what happens 
to me when there is a layoff coming up and so where do I go? And when you're on 
your own and you have three kids to support, so, two now but, you know, where do 
you go if you don't have your education or you don't pick up something? And by just 
staying there and learning housekeeping stuff like cleaning, you're not learning 
anything else unless you go out and learn computer, or learn how the other world is 
running, you know, unless you get yourself involved in something outside the 
workplace. (R3) 

Or, consider this auto parts worker who, having worked for the company for 17 years, despite 

having successfully completed highschool and a portion of a college diploma, makes a fairly 



straight-forward connection between hi employment situation and his knowledge of 

computers. Interestingly, as you will see later, this same worker outlines the narrow 

simplicity of workplace technologies, and the ease with which one can quickly master them. 

I feel if1 don't get some kind of knowledge of it I'm going to be handicapped like not 
being able to write. That's like the thing, if1 don't figure out how to work this I'm 
going to be sitting there and not know what to do and everyone else is just going by. 
Can't move on, you know you're stuck in one spot. (R19) 

Beyond the apparent contradictions, these are not merely casual comments but one's charged 

with strong emotions. As I was to f i d  out in the course of this research, computer 

technology, almost across the board, actually provides the means for many workers to discuss 

some of the deepest fears, hopes and desires for their lives and the lives of their family. 

Indeed, these concerns extend particularly to the household where young children are 

involved. Here an auto assembly worker uses some humour to draw a virtual straight-line 

connection between computer literacy, a declining manufacturing base in the context of free- 

trade agreements, and the needs of their children. 

I: Do you t h i  kids should be learning more about computers in school? 
R: Yes! Defintely, because that's where the future's going to be. 
I: How so? 
R: Well, as far as manual labour, manual labour's gonna be Mexico. 'Manuel Labour' is 

gonna be Mexico. [laughter] ... Anyways. No, the technology of today are gonna be 
doin' away with manual labour. Instead, they're gonna go all high tech. You're goma 
be able to do everything from the computer. That's where the future's going to ... I 
know one of the guys in our department actually, he's dead, dead, dead broke but he's 
got a good computer system because it's good for the kids. (R5) 

One source of Ontario-based, large-scale survey research that can provide additional insight 

into the set of beliefs and perspectives highlighted above comes from a massive study 

conducted in the early 1990's by a national trade union. The Communications, Energy and 

Paperworkers Union of Canada's Technoloev Adiustment Research Proeramme project 

(Garcia-Orgdes, 1992) carried out an extensive survey of 1,068 of its members, and issues of 

computerization and technological change were seen to be central to feelings of insecurity in 

terms of personal employment, uncertainty around the viability of the workplace. Over 75% 



of respondents claimed to "lee1 insecure about the future of the firm or plant".3 In this 

context, computer-based learning was selected as the most important current and future 

interest. A theory of computer learning, particularly one aimed at seeking to understand class 

relations, that does not grasp this general level of motive and the shaping effect it has on 

ongoing practices cannot, in turn, grasp even the most elementary notions of differential 

learning opportunities, perspectives, and modes of participation. 

5.5 The Active Production of a Working-class Tecl~nological Common Sense in 
Everyday Practice 

As we saw in the prcvious section, notions of "inevitability" and "progress" are 

important elements of the dominant discourse and technocratic theoretical approaches to 

computer technology. I'vc begun to argue that these elements are interwoven with more 

concrete and contradictory cveryday Me-experiences in the perspectives and dispositions of 

working-class people and produce a general working-class technological common sense. 

Contradictory elements of this common sense include the fact that although computers 

apparently created wealth and were good for society generally, technological change often 

accompanied job loss, created new hazards, and increased the level of boredom and 

alienation in the workplace. Furthermore, that knowledge and s k i  in computers which are 

actually necessary for manufacturing work (thought to be the means by which one find and 

keeps a job) were, in fact, relatively simple to acqnire. 

One of the most important ways that this common sense was expressed in actual 

practical activity was in the learning activities associated with family life. Not all the views 

of respondents were doom and gloom, but instead displayed a kind of pragmatic acceptance 

and quiet resilience in thc face of social forces seemingly beyond their scope of influence. 

While some workers viewed the computer revolution as an opportunity for class mobility, 

most viewed computer learning as associated with a necessary means of achieving some level 

of basic economic stability. Both perspectives led to the extension of computer-based 

%deed thevast majority of theserank-and-tile workers cited international wade policies such as theNorth 
American FreeTradeagreement as central lothis insecurity. This further accentuates thedegree to which political 
economic factors play an important role in Uie everyday consciousness and Gaming of activities. This general 
finding, as we'll see, is closely linked with, among other activities, an interest in computer learning. 



activities to children in the home. 

We've seen the organization of the logic, assumptions, central concerns, and 

standpoints from which these perspectives emerge. However, this excerpt provides an 

important iteration of how the dominant perspectives on technology are infused into working- 

class technological common sense actively through the employer and mass media. Sitting 

down in the basement of the home of this auto parts worker (R1 in excerpt be1ow)and his 

partner (R2 in excerpt; who works part-time for the post-office sorting mail) the conversation 

focussed on how people get the information they have about computers. The excerpt begins 

when the partner mentions a guest speaker his company had brought into the auto parts plant 

to speak to the workers about technology. 

[to R] Who's that Mr. Smith at work, that you saw with Company and he had these 
cards and he said/ 
OH, Dr. Jones? Oh, God! Alright. He's from Toronto, okay? This guy is - calls 
himselfa cyborg, alright? Okay? He was a guest speaker at the Company's quarterly 
report [for the en~ployees]. And he's got artificial lenses in his eyes; he's got a valve 
in his heart; he's got a knee replacement; he's got a hip replacement. Oh, he had 3 or 4 
other things. 
Little, like [a robot]/ 
Yeah. That's why he called himself a cyborg, okay? And he, his thinking was if you 
have a computer and you don't have a modem, okay, it's only a piece of junk sittin' in 
the corner because of the vastness of knowledge that's capable out there now. Every 
computer should be on the modem. Every kid should know how to use a modem - 
and he was talkid to kids. He says, "You adults", he says, "You eh" 
You're already into that. 
If you want to learn more, you will learn, but children need it now. That's when to 
start 'em on it. Like just for.. 
Okay. So this, how long ago was this that you heard this guy [Dr. Jones] talk? Did 
he talk to the - did you read about it, or did you talk to him, or did you see him 
present1 
Oh, we had a quarterly meeting where he/ 
He was there first as a/ 
He was there in person, and he was a guest speaker. 
Oh, so all employees:' 
Yeah. 
And, what - did that have an effect on you gettin' even deeper into it [computers], or 
morel 
Yeah. About different things and stuff like that, about the technology of it, eh? .... 
Well, even that TV advertisement, Candice Bergen, she puts the thing in, call an 



accountant. And it's an automatic thing and it goes tight through to an accountant 
because from the voice and it just goes to the thing and just dials without her having 
lo punch in the number or remember the number ... That's technology! (R4aIb) 

Together, these people outline the kind of resources, experiences and contexts on which 

working-class perspectives on technology ate typically based. The important point to 

understand, however, is that these specific "resources and contexts" are actively created and 

emerge directly from a market logic and attempts at greater control over workers in the labour 

process and beyond by corporate interests both in the manufacturing plant and within mass 

media. We also see a process of conflation in which a variety of forms of "technology" (i.e. 

what is new, what is the latest, what is mysterious) are brought together under a more general 

notion and orientation towards things "technological". Specific to the quote above, on the 

one hand, we see active attempts of the company to educate workers (and their children) in 

how to think about and to cngage with computer technologies; and, on the other hand, we see 

the powerful role played by commercial media. Both types of influence over a working-class 

technological common sense were quite common among interviewees in this research. 

This form of cultural domination, despite the vast resources that support it, is not 

absolute. Working people engage in concrete activities which undercut many of the 

dominant assumptions, as one women worker put it, "a computer will not fuc your sink" 

(R41), to form the kind of contradictory mix of information and beliefs which Gramsci 

suggests in his original definition of common sense perspectives. These breaks from the 

dominant discourse ate rooted in the mundane, taken-for-granted experiences of everyday 

life.4 A more sustained discussion of a type of alternative viewpoint can be found in this 

excerpt from an interview with another auto parts worker (R1 in excerpt below) and his 

Dominant discourses arenol, it must be emphasized, somehow separate from actual, everyday activity 
but arealsoachievedpractically. Thedifference between the two typesofpracticeslies in theextent that activities 
are integrated with more general sets of social relations. Dominant discourses are integrated and thus help to 
integrate the practices (which correspond with their logic) into a network of extra-local social (e.g. market) 
relations. BreaksBom dominant discourses and thesocial practices with which they correspondare less integrated 
with more general sets of social relations beyond localities such as the home, the neighbourhd or the industrial 
workplace for example. Though they may, in fact, be essential for the achievement of these "dominant networks," 
nevertheless as they do not find point of articulation in ashared "publicsphere" (Negt and Kluge, 1993) they tend 
to become "taken-for-granted and invisible, even to the participant. 



partner (R2 in excerpt below). It begins with an explanation of the difficulties of industrial 

wage-labour, and ends, to my mind triumphantly, with a claim that re-centres the object of 

social life in community relations. Again, we see a process in which people actively engage 

with a dominant discourse and, in the course of this engagement, actually reveal the 

contradictory nature of this discourse by drawing on their own class standpoint in practice. 

The excerpt bcgins with a comment the auto parts worker makes in response to the types of 

technological changes occurring in his plant. 

R1: I gotta sort of be a little realistic too, how long is my hubhit job going to stay there? 
It's hard to say how long before they push that work out into a different company 
someplace. 

R2: People have been saying for years that they're going to have robots doing the, making 
cars and that, and everybody else is going to be standing on the street, nobody going 
to buy the cars because the robots aren't getting paid okay, well that's technology. It's 
hard on people, you can talk about it anyway you want, but that's been said for thirty 
years now, you know, and it's just getting worse and worse, and worse. I don't 
understand a lot of things, like even this whole country. Imagine, like these people 
from the Prime Minister right on down, every politician was brought up, well I would 
say almost everyone of them was brought up in a well-to-do family, and they've never 
known what it's like to scrounge. They haven't a clue how the rest of us are living. 
What the hell do I want to be on the, the cyber-net for, or whatever the hell you want 
to call it. I want to get out of my house get into my little truck and go to the grocery 
store, and the hardware store and the drug store and all this garbage and I want to say 
hi to people. I do! (R17db) 

This excerpt outlines a whole array of class-repations that undergird virtually every discussion 

of technology contained in these interview data. These discussions provide a platform from 

which to investigate a whole social world, life trajectories, origins, desires for stable 

community life .and so on, figured in their specific class forms. 

5.6 Summary 

This basic presentation of data sketched in some detail the character of the 

background knowledge, experiences and concerns that working people fmd inextricably 

bound to notions of computer technology and computer-based activity. As neo-Vygotskians 

have argued, the background motives and goals of activity systems are inseparable 

dimensions of any specific learning practice. This portrait of a working-class technological 

common sense, itself a relatively unselfconsciously learned body of content-centred 



dispositions, is essential to the understanding of the practices we explore in the remaining 

chapters. 

I began this chaptcr with a discussion of both the current "technological revolution" 

and the economic restructuring in Canada and North America. I proceeded to situated the 

emergence of computer technology with a brief historical look at its origins in the military- 

industrial complex. This discussion cuIminated in an outline of basic approaches to 

technology which situated the neo-Vygotskian "tool-mediated" approach as having the 

potential to integrate broad, critical, historical perspectives on technology with social 

relational analyses of ongoing learning practices. 

I discussed thcse working-class technological perspectives using Gramsci's notion of 

a contradictory "common sense". The analysis of respondents' perspectives on technologies 

and their reasons for entering into computer learning presented above illustrate the 

dimensions of a "working-class technological common sense". This common sense was a 

complex weave of dominant discourses which were actively produced in both the mass media 

and the workplace, and anxieties about computer technologies rooted in ongoing experiences 

of working-class life. The experienccs that gave rise to this common sense were not 

idiosyncratic, but were continuous with the logic of capital accumulation and labour 

processes. 

This chapter providcs a grounded resource with which to understand the concept of 

working-class learning habitus in relation to computer technology, but also suggests a way of 

understanding what neo-Vygotskians call the goals and motive-structure of activity systems. 

While I'll continue to add detail to the conception of computer learning habitus as I proceed 

with analyses in following chapters, from this chapter we learn specific information about 

people's general disposition toward computer learning (as contradictory and compelling) and 

how it is rooted in their participation in a number of key spheres of activity. 

It was in reflection on actual practice that people's oppositional perspectives were 

elaborated. This complex of issues, perspectives and experiences all contributed to the 

interviewees' shared sense of computer technology as a particular type of challenge and as a, 

more or less, essential interest for those wishing to establish secure employment (either for 



themselves or for their children's future participation in the labour market). The experience 

of wage-labour, one of the most basic sources of a working-class habitus, provides a 

particular type of introduction to and interest in technology for respondents. 



Chapter 6 
Social Relational Approaches to Learning in 

Interaction Analysis: Two Case Studies of Computer Learning 

Neo-Vygotskian scholarship offers a type of middle-range theory. It is a not a 

paradigmatic theory, but one which ideally should articulate with other conceptual and 

methodological tools to fully realize its considerable potential. I've already suggested a need 

to discuss the concepts of "frames", "keying" and "habitus" in order to make explicit the 

dialectic of structure and agency within computer learning practices in the everyday, but in 

this chapter I offer a groundcd micro-analysis which helps provide important background 

knowledge for understanding the types of tacit, tool-mediated, and social processes that are 

largely assumed in discussions of learning. The presumption I make with this chapter is that 

learning practice must not only be macro-contextualized, but micro-contextualized as well in 

order to be fully understood. 

This chapter involves two case studies. The fust one focuses on how people interact 

with each other and computer-artifacts in the course of computer learning. Ironically, while 

I've made much of the formal-leaming and pedagogical tendencies of dominant theories of 

learning, in the fust case study I analyse a video recording of two workers learning in a 

Labour Education Centre computer lab. Despite taking place in this specific institutional 

setting, the study focuses primarily on periods of relatively independcnt, self-directed work 

and provides several important general insights into how people learn computers together. In 

general terms we see, in "real-time", moment-by-moment rather than retrospectively 

described, how learning understood as a social relational concept is actively accomplishment, 

and how conventional notions of experthovice or pedagogical relations are not definitive of a 

learning process. Such simple features of this physical landscape as access/control over the 

keyboardhouse, viewability of the screen, the arrangement and movement of chairs, 

computer tables, and the positioning of people's bodies are all elements of the sequentially 

organized, tool-mediated orchestration. 

The second case study deals with the work-based learning process, hardware, software 

and the organizational contexts of computing. It provides a view of the structuring of 



ongoing practice in which the worker is an active agent yet situated in an institutional context 

that does not actually encourage learning. I briefly trace the political economic dimensions of 

this structuring affect. Capitalist accumulation and labour processes can be seen to directly 

shape opportunities and modes of participation with co-workers and the hardwarelsoftware 

itself. Workers struggle to (and often do) achieve local goals (both those of the workplace 

and their own) in the face of largely extra-local imperatives of capitalist accumulation within 

a large trans-national corporation. While not a manufacturing setting, this case study 

provides a detailed example of how software and organizational contexts do affect the way 

that computer learning is accomplished in the course of micro-interaction, and demonstrates 

the importance of tool and organizational mediation. 

I make use of EMICA traditions and the neo-Vygotskian analysis of "tool-mediated" 

practice, and both parts of this chapter owe an important debt to Suchman's Plans and 

Situated Actions: The Problem of Hurnanhlachine Communication (1987). This piece of 

work offers an important starting point for my analysis, particularly its clarity and grounded 

analysis of actual computer-mediated interaction which so often can degenerate (much more 

than, say, penchmediated interaction) into mystified accounts. Suchrnan takes a critical look 

at Artiticial Intelligence (AI) research seeking to demonstrate how the human-technology 

interface is an ongoing, moment-by-moment production. In so doing she offers an excellent 

example of the constitution of technology in activity and the possibility for radically new 

assessments of computer expertise and learning as locally accomplished participation. 

... consider "communication" between a person and a machine in terms of the nature of 
their respective situations .... In the case considered here, we can assume that the 
sitwation of the user comprises pre-conceptions about the nature of the machine and 
the operations required to use it, combined with moment by moment interpretations of 
evidence found in and through the actual course of its use. The situation of the 
machine or expert help system, in contrast, is constituted by a plan for the use of the 
machine, written by the designer and implemented as the program that determines the 
machine's behaviour, and sensors that register changes to the machine's state, 
including some changes produced by the user's actions." (Suchman, 1987:118-19) 

Suchman's work, though now over a decade old, has cleared fresh space for an understanding 

of computer-mediated interaction in which the technology is subject to specific 



institutionalized macro-forces. 

A primary objective of such systems is to infer the user's knowledge and 
misconceptions about the system by observing her actions, rather than relying on 
either error conditions or explicit requests for help. To appreciate the requirements of 
this objective, one has simply to imagine those occasions where an expert, watching a 
novice engaged in some activity, would be moved to intercede. (Suchman, 1987:181) 

As benign as such interaction may sound, and indeed may appear when considering the use of 

either personal computer, photocopier expert help systems and so on - the analysis 

nonetheless produces openings for an understanding of the troublesome character of 

computer-mediated interaction and the role of power-relations in situ. Suchman affirms at 

the level of locally contingent interaction, 

... as long as machine actions are determined by stipulated conditions, machine 
interaction with the world, and with people in particular, will be limited to the 
intentions of designers and their ability to anticipate and constrain the user's actions. 
(Suchman, 1987:189) 

Locally produced activity is nonetheless subject to extra-local systems of activity (in this case 

software design; the interests of capital, etc.). These kind of considerations inform the type 

of neo-Vygotskian god  and motive-structure which I refer to throughout this research, and 

were an aided me in my abiity to more fuUy understand exactly how it is that activity is 

produced and reproduced. "[I]ntentions of designers", or the "requirements of the objective" 

all point to extra-local relations that reach into the specific local settings and micro- 

interaction to play an important role in the reproduction of computer-mediated activity. If, as 

neo-Vygotskians argue, learning is defmed by changing patterns of participation in activity, 

CA and micro-interactional analyses with their ability to explicate a variety of tacit practices 

and "subordinate tracks" (Goffman, 1974) of the interaction order can make an important 

contribution toward a deeper understanding of how learning is both actively achieved and 

structured. 

6.1 PART 1: A Micro-Analytic Approach to Computer Learning at a Labour 
Education Centre 

In this case study, I draw on a CA approach to explore the concept of computer 

learning. I specifically want to show how, fustly, learning must be understood as a 



collective, moment-by-moment accomplishment limited or enabled predominantly by social 

procedures (rather than internalized, individualistic, cognitive ones) and a specific social- 

historical context (rather than a universalized one). Indeed, ethnomethodologist Carolyn 

Baker comments that EM/CA cannot typically deal with learning understood in conventional 

terms. 

"Learning" as conventionally used is, I think, a gloss for a lot of invisible and 
inaudible processes, so there is not much that EMKA can say about that.' 

Following this basic EMKA orientation I appeal only to those warranted 'facts' recoverable 

directly from the data as they are also items which are available, moment-by-moment, to the 

participants themselves. Observable actions that can be seen to be sequentially organized are 

important for this type of micro-analysis. Heritage explains, 

[TJhe task of theory will not be to determine what some set of social circumstances 
and events consist of h advance of the actors' actions, and then to evaluate and 
explain the latter in terms of their rational and/or normatively determined 
characteristics. Rather it will be to directly analyse the construction and recognition 
of these circumstances and events as they are played out 'frame by frame' through the 
actors' actions. Second, the construction and recognition of developing events by 
actors will, in some way, be 'methodical' if only because human action is, in general, 
intelligible and orderly. The task is possible because the order is there. (Heritage, 
198436) 

The social structure of activity is the participants' own accomplishment together. Focussing 

strictly on that information which is available to participants is an important starting point in 

an effort to problematise explanations of learning that rely on internalized and individualized 

cognition. Problematising these explanations is, in turn, a means to broaden how we think of 

learning so that issues of tacit processes and social differentiation in everyday practice can be 

more fully understood. 

Though I do comment on the semantic and syntactic organization of interaction, I 

focus primarily on sequential analysis of the interaction between two worker/leamers: 

"Larry" and "Roger". My analysis focuses on features that may be unique to, on the one 

hand, a conception of learning in the everyday, and, on the other, the specifically computer- 

'~ersonal correspondence, April 19U1, 1998. 



mediated dimensions of this leaning. The analysis in this case study revolves around a 

transcript of interaction made from these worker's participation together in a computer lab 

run by a Labour Education Centre in Toronto, Canada. For the purposes of accessibility for 

an non-CA audience I'vc simplified the transcript ~onsiderably.~ I've left out the detailed 

timing of silences, not indicated the production of inflections in speech, not signalled 

overlapping speech, and omitted a variety of other items important for the coordination of 

activity often included in traditional CA transcripts. In place of these, I've substituted my 

own commentary on body movements, pause-length, gaze-direction and so on. 

Before proceeding however I want to briefly note some general features of the CA 

approach. CA requires careful attention to the minutiae of communicative interaction. As 

such, the substantive content is not the object of analysis. Rather, semantic and syntactic 

analysis, under this approach, only become relevant in the context of the socid negotiation 

and sequencing, As CA theorist Moerman says, "For studying conversation per se, dull 

materials are best" (1988:68), and in these terms this transcript is of high quality. 

This scene was not a typical classroom setting that one might find in formal 

schooling. As the facilitator in the session explained, at the Education Centre the belief was 

that workers are willing and able to organize and carry out much of their own learning. "Less 

traditionally structured classesM3 and a respect for the self-directed adult learner were the 

watch-words for pedagogical practice at the Centre. Practically speaking, this meant that 

after a brief presentation to the participants, students worked on their own to make their way 

through a basic list of the particular computer software functions. Thus after the initial 

presentation, students were left to spontaneously form into informal groups and discuss 

issues of mutual interest as they learned. 

The transcript itself (Figure 6.1) accounts for approximately 40 speaker changes. As 

sizable as that is for a CA analysis - even more unusual is that it accounts for a duration of 

interaction that runs approximately 30 minutes. My use of such an extended period suggests 

'I've generally followed the basic guidelines which Psathas and Anderson (1990) have established 
regarding CA transcript preparation. 

3~nterview with the instructor. 



(and argues) that this 30 minute stretch is (more or less) a single segment of 

interaction/conversation. 

Firure 6.1: Computer Learning Transcript 

[looking at L's screen then turning body to L's computer] 
Uhhh, excuse me Paul. 
What's that? 
Could you tell me how can I go to the, uhhh, merging. To 
merge one? [pointing to his screen; L looking away from 
his screen to R'sl 
You finished the typing right? 
Yeah [pause] Should I go to the 'tools' [moving mouse 
aointer to menu; pull down menu1 
That's a good one-. 
Then go to merge? [moving through menu highlighting 
selection] 
[pointing to R's screenl Why don't you go straight to 
merge, [R highlighting a 'non-merge' optionl nnnnn, 
Why don't you try that merge there. I'd try that, 
[pointing to R's screen; R highlighting 'merge' option] 
yeah merge/ 
Merge. yeah [R clicking on merge selection; R's computer 
jumps to new screenl 
Let's see what happens. 
There? 
Yep 
And click on the thing? 
Yeah click on that yeah, then it's going to get merge 
one, yeah, you highlight it 
The one [R's screen changes] 
The second one, okay, then select [pause] and nowwww 
[pausel now what? 
Did it merge it? 
No, uhhhh 
Try this and trying to merge it? [pointing to R's screenl 
Is it done? I don't think so. Didn't do the stuff 
putting one and two together? Oh I'm not sure/ [turning 
to face/shoulders to his own screenl Shhhh(it), Wow 
But is not the correct way? 
What's that? [turning to RI 
It's not correct? - 
This is not the right way? [L turns to look for 
facilitator] 
Yeah [pause] Third, third [L turns to face R's screen] 
[turns to look for the facilitator] Joe, we're kind of 
stuck here eh? 
[Joe is busy with others, looks at them and waves 'in a 
moment', long pause each look back their screens. both 
R and L start to work on their own computers; R checking 
through menus, L typing at keyboard; later R begins to 
type as well1 



You got somewhere yet? [no initiation by R, L still 
looking at his own screen however] 
NO, not yet. [long pause, each begin working at their own 
screens: L seemina to have uroblems and searchina menu - 
items1 [pausel 
[L turns head/body towards R's screen and slides his 
chair toward R while besinninq to sweakl - ~ 

So you get it. 
Yeah 
So okay you, uh, after you uh finish typing did you find 
out what to do? 
~ o t  yet. 
[L doing 'looking frustrated', rubbing his face; both R 
and L turn to look at L's screen; L folds his arms] You 
know. It's the same process we did yesterday when we 
were [inaudible] . 
I think you should go toooooo 
Tools? 
Uh 
You think so? I don't remember. What did you do 
yesterday? [full pause1 Tools, so what? 
[moving mouse pointer to menu, highlighting 'merge' 
command] Merge? 
/Merge. You think so? What about this? Insert 
[inaudibiel . 
Find [inaudible] . 
Think so? [long pause, each working at own screen] 
No [inaudible] , repeat. 
Yeah. [long pause, each working at own screen; L gets up 
walks across room to look at another student's screen and 
initiates a conversation] 

As I argue below, the data warrants this characterization (as a single strip of activity) for a 

number of reasons. Fist,  there is obviously a continuity of topic that is both typical of a 

single segment of interaction and often seen in educational settings.4 The participants, true to 

the purpose and given structure of the computer lab are focussed on a particular "business-at- 

hand" (Boden and Zimmerman, 1993): figuring out the 'merge' function of a word-processing 

software. Of course, as a preliminary justilkation, this in itself doesn't establish much in 

regards to "learning" as people can continue conversations about a single topic while still 

being seen to be engaged in separate interactions (days, weeks, etc. apart). Second however, I 

argue that there is in fact only one legitimate 'opening' sequence (a summons-answer or 'pre- 

'I say "education" is only avery good possibility here because, whileother contextual, sequential, syntactic 
features suggest theinteraction a, understandableas "educational" - I couldimagineother institutional settingssuch 
as work which would also work to fix or maintain a continuity of topic. Indeed, Zimmennan and Boden (1993) 
discuss briefly this notion of "monotopical" interactions (p.15: in a similar way. 



question' adjacency pair, lines 1-3) which occurs. 

The discussion below centres around analysing and making explicit thc tacit 

dimensions of computer learning in the everyday. I make explicit how "learning in the 

everyday" is distinguishablc from both formalized, conventional pedagogy such as that 

described in McHoul(1978) and Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) on the one hand, and 

"informal conversation" as lint outlined in Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974; Sacks and 

Schegloff, 1974) on the other. Individual modes of participation shift (i.e. there is movement 

from a peripheral to a fuller tool-mediated participation), but this changing participation is 

largely a collective achievcrnent without the pedagogical structuring of institutional 

relations5. To argue this convincingly, I need to demonstrate that Larry and Roger 

accomplish a k i d  of topic continuity which is very different from the topic fitting, and topic 

changes associated with "conversation". At the same time, I suggest how a sustained 

orientation to a specific form of "practice" (i.e. knowledgelskill form) represents a 

relationship to fuller participation in the activity system. Secondly, and this is particularly 

important in undermining conventional notions of learning as simply information processing 

in the context of experthovice relationships, I need to demonstrate that unlike turn-taking in 

formal classroom settings (McHoul, 1978), control over the interaction does not reside 

predominantly in the hands of one participant but changes over the course of the interaction. 

The analysis I offer details the tacit interactional machinery that are the true "bricks and 

mortar" of both self-conscious and un-self-conscious learning. 

6.2 Openings and Closings o r  Suspensions and Re-engagements 

An "opening" as understood by CA researchers is a sequence that sets in motion a 

particular frame of activity. This frame of activity can obviously take many particular forms 

from those specific to emergency call-taking or asking for directions, to those peculiar to 

making a phone-call to a close friend. In each case, basic formats of openinglclosing are 

observable. The openings in this computer learning frame can be seen to have features which 

'11 has, of course, been pointed out to me that there is a figural presence of the "pedagogue" in this strip 
of interaction. Lanyand Roger can even, at one point, be seen to interrupt their orchestration andmakeapitch for 
help from the expert. My focus, however, is on the machinery of interaction and tum-taking Uiat does not involve 
the facilitator, but is a focussed tool-mediated effort by Larry and Roger themselves to build their knowledge. 



centre around an easily recognizable, formalized, initial opening and less standard subsequent 

ones which I argue are, in fact, not "openings" at all, hut rather re-engagement after periods 

of "su~pension".~ The following is a line by line introductory examination of some of these 

features as they are available in the transcript of interaction itself (figure 6.1). 

(the 'typical' opening sequence) 
L i e s  1-2: Roger performs an opening/surnmons-answer speech act (fust pair part (FPP) 

of an adjacency-pair (AP)) 
Line 3: Larry responds (second pair part (SPP) of AP) 

(attempted 'closing'/suspetzsion by Luny) 
Lines 33-34: Larry provides an informative ("Oh, I'm not sure") in conjunction with a head 

and shoulder turn towards his own screen - which acts as a pre- 
closing/suspension which then ends in an attempt at a closing/suspension 
where Larry lowers his voice (saying "Shhh[it], Wow") as if talking to himself 
(only) while appearing to he very engaged in the content of his screen. 

(some troubles with failed closing/suspetasion) 
Line 35: Either unaware or unwilling to accept the closing attempt, Roger initiates 

another FPP and with this we see that Roger closing/suspension was 
unsuccessful. At the same time however, while we can (as I've suggested) 
impute that Larry's actions in Lines 33-34 were an attempt at 
closing/suspcnsion - this is not a EWCA style claim (but rather a traditional 
interpretive analysis). Rather, EWCA in this situation awaits confirmation 
through an analysis of what sequentially follows. 

Line 36: This line provides a strong warrant now for the suggestion of a (failed) attempt 
at a closinglsuspension on lines 33-34 as Larry responds to Rogers FPP (line 
36) in the same manner as in the very fust opening AP sequence (lines 1-3). 
Larry uses a SPP to an opening sequence because he (mistakenly) believed 
himself to have closed or suspended the interaction. 

Lines 38-39: Upon seeing that his closing/suspension has failed, Larry attempts to reiterate 

6~oncise explanations of the differences are important for the analysis. Building from the survey of CA 
concepts carried out in Nofsinger (1991), briefly, the general term used in traditional CA is "silences" but not all 
silences as placement largely determines meaning. Other specifications are made as follows: 

Lapse: at transition relevant place (TRP), i.e. where there would normally be a speaker change, no one 
ralks. 
Gaps: at a TRP usually brief, 1 second or less, space before a speaker self-selects. It is important though 
that thegap is not related to any person (because it is when noonehas been selectedas thenext speake~). 
Pause: a silence when no one speaks at aTRP and the speaker elects to continue, or when someone is just 
distracted not at a TRP, or when a selected speaker rakes a moment to respond, i.e. 

As participants, we often treat pauses differently from gaps. We may attribute uncertainty or 
impending disagreement ... to a selected next speaker's pause, for example. when we would not 
make such attributions to a speaker self-selecting after a gap. (Sacks et al. 1978:lO) 



his closing in two recognizable ways here: 1) with an insertion sequence of his 
own (a FFPIquestion as opposed to a response which would normally be 
expected in a question-answer AP); and 2) by physically turning to look for 
the facilitator signalling his rejection of Rogers Wques t ion  on line 35 and 
37. In addition, Roger in fact relinquishes his attempts at initiating a 
questionlanswer AP by providing the SPP of Larry's "insertionw-question (on 
line 38). Roger, in need of help, completes Larry's FPP (insertion-question) 
from line 38; provides a substantial pause signalling transition-relevance, 
shakily repeats "Thud, thud" fmally capturing a gestural response from Larry 
(with a turn of his head). Larry's calling over of the facilitator "Joe" is also an 
important part of Larry's attempt to successfully suspendlclose the interaction. 
It is worthwhile noting here that, at this point, we cannot be sure whether this 
is a true "closing" or merely some sort of "suspension" of ongoing interaction. 
We still cannot recover from the data whether Larry wants to end the 
conversation completely or merely suspend it somewhat until they have better 
equipped to handle the problem. 

L i e  41-42: In a fmal effort to succeed in closinglsuspending. Larry looks for the 
facilitator once again, calling out "&kind of stuck here eh?" This is in fact 
our first clne that Larry is not wanting to truly close the interaction but perhaps 
merely suspend it. While it is still possible that Lany is merely being polite 
and truly intends to end the conversation - the use of "we're" is very suggestive 
that, in fact, the engagement with Roger will remain relevant. 

Beyond the basic analysis of the machinery of learning-interaction, it is useful to note that 

Larry seems to have to work quite hard at trying to suspend interaction, but that even at the 

height of his resistance to Roger's insistence (andlor lack of awareness) in maintaining the 

interaction (which included his fairly dramatic body posturing and a turn away from Roger at 

line 34) - L m y  demonstrates some collaborative inclinations (the head turn on line 40; the 

selection of "we" on line 41). At this point however, it may be a little premature to 

characterize Larry's 'graciousness' as a collaborative inclination as it could just as well be old- 

fashion politeness. In any case, after a snappy beginning (lines 1-27), a failed initial attempt 

to help (lines 28-33), and concentrated attempt at some sort of suspension of interaction 

(lines 34-47) - the strip of interaction seems to have been put on hold. 

After this segment, both learners focus their attentions on typing up full texts on 

which to actually use the merge function (lines 44-47) suspending interaction (lines 53-54) 

for approximately seven and half minutes. If one of the key discussions in this part of the 

chapter is whether or not the major silences or lapses represent closed out interaction or 



merely suspei?sions of a type of extended process of participationlleaming in the everyday 

then, ironically, some weak support for the latter might be Roger's relative inattention to 

Larry's closing attempts. Under a conventional CA approach, we have no way of recovering 

Roger and Larry's intentions or expectations directly from the data as a matter of "real-time" 

sequential accomplishment7, however we might expect that if Larry and Roger were typically 

involved in interactions with extended periods of (ambiguous) suspension that getting one's 

attempt at suspension adhered to by others would be more difficult to do (i.e. it would be 

taken less seriously). If the mode of interaction we are encountering is full of stops and 

starts, extended silences, and what would otherwise be understood as lapses or 

discontinuations, then closing under these conditions, short of exiting the room, might be 

expected to be a somewhat unusual andlor difticult accomplishment. One might expect that 

in light of ambiguity more than typical signalling might be required, and this is indeed what 

may be happening. Further below I suggest another factor that may figure into this level of 

difficulty (which relates to the nature of the computerlartifact and material context), but at 

any rate, here is yet another, albeit tenuous warrant, for suggesting that this interaction may 

he seen as continuous strip of action though containing stops and starts or suspensions. 

After approximately 7 and half minutes, Larry stops his typing and can be seen in the 

video data to begin using his mouse to check pull-down menus, at which time he attempts a 

sort of "re-engagement" with Roger. Importantly, there is no openinglsummons- 

acknowledge sequence (such as the one Roger performed in the opening lines of the 

transcript). 

("re-opening") 
Lines 48-49: Larry, having completed his own typing work, now initiates an AP/question, 

hut without turning his head or shoulders. There is no opening/summons such 
as on lines 1-3. This fact is further confumed by Roger's substantive answer 

'11 does us no good when we are Uying to understandmatlersof sequential, socially contingentinteraction 
asamoment-by-momentaccomplishmenttosimplykryorRogertheirintenonste~efact. Afterthefact, 
they would have access to information which in the course of interaction might not have been available to them 
(sequentially) at the lime. In addition, as I'veindicatedmy interest is in a fine-grained analysis, and although we 
produce the type of micro-order. what Goflinan called an interaction order, in skilled ways each and everyday we 
are typically unconscious of "how" we do it. In this second sense, it does us no good to simply askLarry or Roger 
about their intentions in issues of nuanced interaction. Finally, as I noted in chapter two, there is the tendency to 
use canonical descriptions (pat narratives) of events that tends to structure accounts discursively. 



(line 50) rather than mere acknowledgment of Larry's summons, answer. 
L i e  53-54: Larry, having experienced some serious problems trying to merge his type- 

written maerials (lines 51-52), now must obtain serious verbal and visual 
information and decides to turns head, shoulder, and chair towards Roger and 
his work space. 

After the longest silence (7:42 minutes) of the 30 minute sequence - Larry merely picks up 

with the FPP of a question-answer sequence (albeit a fairly general one). Indeed, Larry even 

iails to orient his line of sight, shoulders or body towards Roger initially. Thus in 

combination with these observations and the focussed topic continuity (i.e. the merge 

function), I suggest that the closings are, in fact, "suspensions" and that the "openings" (other 

than the initial one) are not real openings at all, but something I'U call "re-engagements". 

6.3 Issues of Computer-Mediated Learning and Silences 

Beside being a feature of this informal learning process, I think it can be said that a 

good part of the ambiguities arising around the issue of silences, lapses, suspensions are due 

to the nature of computer-artifact in context. Both during these lengthy silences and within 

the course of interaction, the computer (with its designed attributes) can be seen to play a 

significant role which, to a degree, modilies the interaction. Lengthy silences (which account 

for the time during suspended interaction) are filled with various 'merget-related computer 

activities in which Larry and Roger interact with the artifact but which are, at the same time, 

part of the interaction with each other. Throughout these periods both can be seen to be 

actively typing and exploring the soitware (while the video cannot make out what's being 

typed, we can clearly see the activation of pull-down menus, sometimes in quick succession, 

which signal that the learners are doing 'looking for answers from the computer'). &en 

this, I suggest that a suspension of a continuous social interaction between Larry and Roger is 

not a suspension of interaction per se. At the same time, we could imagine if Lany or Roger 

stopped working at the 'merge' function (with the computer) that this would affect the topic 

continuity that is so important to maintain the specific 'three-way' (human-computer-human) 

mode of mutual participation they do. 

During the course of interaction however, the computer also plays a more problematic 



role as a quasi-participant (see Suchman, 1987; Latour, 1987; 19943. The computer 

complicates conversation considerably adding ambiguities which relate to the specifically 

"educational" or "learning" context of the interaction. The example of this artifact-as- 

participant dynamic is detectable in lines 11-19 for example. Here, Larry and Roger must not 

only maintain the interaction and successful question-answer sequences, but Roger's 

responses to Larry's directives are signalled both verbally and physically through Roger's 

actions which are mediatcd by the computer screen-text (using the mouse). This is a form of 

computer-mediated interaction, in that the participants communicate orally and with direct 

gestures while also providing responses through the medium of computer screen changes (via 

the mousekeyboard). In fact, the computer provides additional resources with which to 

respond to the FPP of the adjacency pair sequences. However the computer screen as a 

response is difiicult to use. This communicative resource as an 'utterance' in the interaction is 

ambiguous, (of course) primarily, but not strictly, because Larry and Roger are novices. As 

one participant asks a question of the other, and the other is engaged in some screen-action 

that is ambiguously ongoing, being either independent of the interaction (i.e. the persons 

actions are not part of the sequence of intcraction with the co-learner) or genuinely interactive 

(i.e. used as a computer-meditated response to the other participant). Problems quite 

reasonably ensue. Take for example lines 67-76 where Larry's attempts to elicit a meaningful 

second pair part (which may have come in the form of Roger's on-screen actions rather than 

in the form of a conventional direct verbal response). My suggestion here is that this is 

another reason why extended silences are tolerated in this form of interaction. The computer 

artifact's involvement in the process of communicative action can be ambiguous (even 

amongst skilled users). Simply put, I believe the data suggest several additional layers of 

complexity to interaction which are directly attributable to both the "learning" context (e.g. 

participants nced to learn a language of computer-mediated interaction as well as actively 

produce this interaction) and the computer-mediation of face-to-face interaction (e.g. the 

 atou our's (1987; 1994) actor-network theory suggests that tools and people must be understood as co- 
participants of networksof activity. EngesUbm(1999: 11)has alsosuggested this the workof Latour as parallelling 
that of Activty Theory in some ways. 



ambiguities of a "third" participant, i.e. the machine). 

6.4 "Educational" Contexts, Topic Continuity and Control of Turn-Taking 

According to McHou1(1978), in pedagogically organized learning (e.g. in a 

classroom) the instructor has primary control over turn-taking, and in Chapter 3 I outlined 

how these forms of pedagogically organized learning exercise a type of hegemony over 

peoples' perception of how legitimate learning is in fact defined. This, I argue, has important 

implications for understanding relations of social class in learning. In a closer look at how 

formalized learning is organized we see that the instructor has many options (which accounts 

for some of the variability of pedagogically organized learning setting). McHoul outlines 

how the instructor can sclf-select, select-next-speaker, or initiate a bidding for next turn 

sequence and so on. As Heap (1991) tells us, this is an accepted, even desirable, part of 

interaction in a formal education setting. In this case study, however, I am interested to 

identify the ways that these computer learning relations can be demonstrated to represent a 

fundamental break with pcdagogy and experthovicc relations of learning altogether. The 

critical question in this regard thus becomes, does the more expert participant in the learning 

merely take on the role of the instructor (as controller of turn-taking) and reproduce the 

pedagogical relations McHoul describes? Or, can this analysis contribute to envisioning 

learning that is organized by collective relations, non-hierarchically? 

Though it is not immediately apparent from a traditional CA analysis of the transcript 

the context is educational. This statement however, referring back to my discussion of 

topic/resource confusion in Chapter 2, is not merely an operationalization and nor is it a 

simple gloss. Rather, the assertion is based upon some recoverable aspects of the data that in 

combination make the claim warranted. While this may seem like common sense as they are 

in a type of classroom, even if we suspend our cultural understandings of what a classroom is 

(is. bracket the setting), we can still begin to make warrantable claims about how this is an 

educational setting. First, there is a continuity of the topic (the 'merge' function) throughout 



the 30 minute transcript' and, in fact, the entire two hour class, despite frequent suspensions 

of interaction (amongst Larry and Roger) and the introduction, or at least the figural presence, 

of an additional participant (e.g. "Joe" the facilitator). However, we can also show that 

elements of the broader context are a legitimate sequential element of the interaction as well. 

In other words, we can see that the participants' actions are oriented to the identity of the 

institution by virtue of their prompt, mutual arrival (at loam), the (otherwise peculiar) 

authority granted a person who has appeared to the group and given suggestions as to their 

activities over the next fcw hours (the facilitator), and so on. These considerations are what 

Mehan (1993), attempting to smooth the rougher edges of "radical situationalism", calls 

"distal influences" on interaction (p.87). These features of the context mark the interaction as 

some specific variation of a conversational speech act exchange system which we can 

understand as encouraging changing forms of participation in the frame of activity, i.e. to be 

learning-based.'' 

There are some further points to be made in regard to this interaction being, even 

more specifically, beyond the formal, pedagogical, expert-led biases of learning (as discussed 

in Chapter 3). Again, avoiding the pitfalls of once-only, f~ued-choice methods of "process- 

product research" (Mishler, 1986; Heap, 1991), it is the sequential data that suggests this 

distinction. As I've noted, according to McHoul(1978). formal classroom interaction is 

teacher-led, or more specilically turn-allocation is overwhelmingly teacher-controlled. And, 

in fact, in the fust major segment of interaction analysed (roughly lines 1-34), we see what 

could be understood as a type of expert-led learning - the "expert" having control overturn- 

 his topiccontinuityis oneindicator that theinteraction is different From "everyday conversation" which, 
according to Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974) typical includes topic changes (as well as a range of topic 
introduction sequences and the need for topic 'fitting' efforts (Schegloff and Jefferson,1974:243) and so on). 

10 Onenotable absence that is typical of classroom interaction according to the literature yet only weakly 
present in these data is the evaluative function Uiatpaid-instructorsmust carry out. Even in the most pedagogical- 
like portion (lines 1-35) of Uie entire transcript, while thae  are some basic evaluative utterances by Larry, 
particularly line 10, "That's a good one" -it is clear that there is no overall structure of "lecturing, asking question 
accepting feelings, praising, encouraging, using studentideas, giving directions, criticizing andjustiIjingauthority" 
(Heap, 1991:23) typicalofinstructionalfomats. Inother words, thereisageneralabsenceofinstitutionaldemands 
of one person 
accomplishing the evaluation of another in informal education interaction. 



t'dking. Lany appears to be the more knowledgeable participant who is in the position to 

impart knowledge and skill to Roger. As would be consistent with a pedagogical interaction 

according to McHoul(1978), it is only Larry who seems to use 'self-selection' in turn 

allocation (i.e. chooses himself to speak next in lines 27-28 and 32-33). Roger (apparently in 

the 'novice' role) must make the initial summons request (line 1-2) followed by question 

FPP's. Larry on the other hand remains in control over speaker selection, providing the only 

informative statements or 'informatives,' i.e. formulating what will happen next (line 24). 

Furthermore, it is only Larry who issues directive statements or 'directives,' i.e. direct 

instructions (lines 13 through 20). 

However, understanding the 30 minute segment together as a coniiuous, complex 

string of interaction (section 6.2 above), we see that this expertlnovice relationship 

understood in terms of control over turn-taking, use of directives, and so on becomes blurred, 

and thus control, expertise and conventional notions of learning become problematised. By 

line 48, for example, Larry has become the questioner and is seeking the help of Roger. 

Roger is much less sure of himself than L m y  in the opening segment, but he nonetheless 

becomes positioned (sequentially in terms of the organization of turn-taking) as the expert 

(i.e. the answerer of questions), even providing (albeit weak) directives (line 64 and perhaps 

line 73"). Combining the pronounced topic continuity with the shifting patterns of control 

over turn-allocation, this interactional system seems to display features of both pedagogically 

organized and conversational speech exchange systems. 

Reconnecting with issues raised in Chapter 4, we see that producing, repairing, 

proceeding with social interaction, self-consciously and tacitly, is how most changes in 

modes of participation, i.e. learning, occur. Understanding this process is part of the micro- 

contextualization of computer learning. This process is full of ambiguity, contingencies, seen 

but unnoticed rhythms of interaction, and active decision-making by skilled participants (no 

11 It is very difficult to recover the sense ofwhat Roger is getting at in lines 64.73 and 75. While 64 seems 
to be something of a directive as it haslittle connection to theimmediately preceding utterance by L m y  - it could 
be a continuation of Roger's answer on line 59. The use of the pronoun in "I th inkmshou ld  go ~ O M X X ) "  (line64) 
adds to the ambiguity. Lines 73 and 75 are even worse. It is very possible some or all of these 3 examples are 
responses to the computer (i.6 the response to Roger's own screen actions) which would be another example of the 
complexity and contingency of human-computer-human, collective interaction. 



matter how novice they happen to be). Changing control over turn-allocation and topic 

continuity are central to understanding how learning is accomplished. In this sense we are all 

"expert" learners. Specifically, it should be clear that these sequences demonstrate a mutual 

construction of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). While pedagogical and expert-led 

notions of learning and specifically "learning transfer" are typically assumed as central to 

learning prqjects, and while the conclusions we can draw from this short strip of t a k  are 

modest, Lany and Roger demonstrate that the tool-mediated interactions of two novices can 

produce "learning". 

We can also specifically recognized how the computer is implicated as it too is a type 

of participant in activity (following Suchman, 1987; Smith and Whalen, 1994; Latour, 1987; 

1994). As I discussed in Chapter 5, in neo-Vygotskian traditions this notion is perhaps most 

fully developed in the ongoing work of Michael Cole who has dealt explicitly with the notion 

of "tool-mediated" activity for over two decades. Recently he summarized, 

One of the central tenets of the cultural-historical school is that the process of the 
historical developn~ent of human behaviour and the process of biological evolution do 
not coincide; one is not a continuation of the other. Rather, each of these processes is 
governed by its own laws. The key to this difference is to be found in the concept of 
an artifact, a material object that has been modified by human beings as a means of 
regulating their interactions with the world and each other. Artifacts carry within 
them [adaptions] of an earlier time ... and combine the ideal and the material, such that 
in coming to adopt the artifacts provided by their culture, human beings 
simultaneously adopt the symbolic resources they embody. (Cole, 1999:90) 

The computer artifact is perhaps easily understood in this way with its (market specified) 

designed functions that express the mode of production, distribution and consumption 

relations from wsch it arises. 

We can reflect on these data in ways that provide important examples of basic neo- 

Vygotskian concepts. Looking closely at the data, we can t a k  about the different levels of 

activity described in Leont'ev's (1978) original formulations of Activity Theory: operation, 

goal and motive. For example, at the operational level (techniques and skills, typically 

unconsciously used, which relate to conditions rather than the object or conscious purpose of 

activity) we see Larry and Roger carrying out skilled interaction in relatively complex fonns 



of two-way (person-machine), three-way (person to person mediated by machine) and four- 

way (person to person mediated by machine with facilitator) communication. These are skills 

at the level of operation that produce learning according to specific conditions by, for 

example, maintaining interaction, maintaining topic coherence, and so on. In terms of goals, 

we might say that the 'merge' function and the specific features (mouse clicking, pull-down 

menus, software designer's use of language, etc.) are most relevant. The motive-structure of 

the activity, like the level of operations, is somewhat less obvious. Motive-structure is most 

closely parallelled in the CA tradition, by Mehan's (1993) notion of "distal influences". 

Motive-structures of activity, while not conventionally apparent in the data nonetheless, make 

operations and actions possible and provide meaning and direction to the specific practices. 

Referencing only the sequential accomplishment of the situation, we see that the very fust 

action in the sequence is, in fact, not the "opening" sequence described in lines 1-3 at all, but 

Larry and Roger's arrival on time at the situation. If we were to extend this sequence of 

computer learning even further beyond the 30 minute length to, say, a month. We could try 

to make warrantable claims that actions in this month arc in fact part of a single sequence of 

action. In this case, we would begin to trace the actual "distal influences" and in so doing 

contextualize action-object relations even those as (seemingly) trivial as the 'merge function' 

in the context of, for example, the search for employment or the reproduction of social class. 

In other words, since the need to sell one's labour-power in order to survive (a feature of 

social class) provides the motive-structure of activity, we would in fact be entering into a 

class-analysis of activity. Of course, it is always worthwhile to remember that these difi'crent 

levels of activity do not organize themselves. Rather, they are always, more and less self- 

consciously, inter-subjectively organizcd by participants in a process that, drawing on 

Goflinan (1974), I've described as framing and keying. Different levels in activity, in fact, 

also could be described in terms of Goffman's conceptualization of "tracks or channels" of 

interaction.12 

12~eo-~ygotskians also suggest the possibility of a similar complex of more and less disattended but 
simultaneous channels, though it comes in the form of discussions of "tool-mediated" action. Engesuom 
(1999:381-382). for example, outlines four basic types of artifacts: 

i) what artifacts: used to identify and describe objects; 



... during the occurrcnce of any activity framed in a particular way one is likely to find 
another flow of other activity that is systematically disattended and treated as out of 
frame, something not to be given any concern or attention ... the main track carrying 
the story line was associated with a disattended track, the two tracks playing 
simultaneously ... In doings involving joint participation, there is to bc found a stream 
of signs which is itself excluded from the content of the activity but which serves as a 
means of regulating it, bounding, articulating, and qualifying its various components 
and phases. (Goffman, 1974210) 

We can see Larry and Roger, while consciously focussed on the 'merge' function, actively 

produce interaction that is disattended. For example, Larry and Roger's head and shoulder- 

turning, the management of the sequential, syntactic and semantic flow of interaction, is 

understood in Goffman's terms as serving a "directional" function which is extremely 

important to the developmcnt of more conscious goal-oriented interests.13 

Returning to central themes of the thesis introduced at the outset, we can see that this 

is another of the "distal influences" and connects the ongoing, active and skilled management 

of local interaction with broader material relations, decisions, distribution of resources, and 

so on. With this fme-grained analysis, we can hopefully begin to see the types of social 

interaction to which concepts such as Lave and Wenger's (1991) legitimate peripheral 

participation and Leont'ev's (1978) activity system actually refer. 

ii) how artifacts: used to guide and direct processes and procedures on within or between objects; 
iii) why artifacts: used to diagnose and explain the properties and behaviour of objects; 
iv) where to artifacts: used to envision tile future state or potential development of objects, including 
institution and social systms. 

13 Goffman's wonderful example of the barking dog makes the case for diuectionality (as well as the 
importance of sequence in interaction): 

Thus, at an outdoor political rally a dog barking at random can often be disatknded more or less 
effectively; but if the dog happens to chime in so that its bark can be taken as a comment upon something 
said, the chime occurring precisely at a responsejuncture in the saying, it will be bard indeed to manage 
the difficulty. Laughter or its suppression can become general. (1974:214-215) 

In addition, (here are also matters (hat are not merely disattended but actually unavailable to Latry and Roger. 
Theseare what Goffman calls "evidentiary boundaries" or "back stageactivity": "actionsoccurring beforeandaiter 
the scene or behind it that are relevant to it and at the same time (in likeliiwd) incompatible with it. 



6.5 PART II: Accomplishing Organizational Sequences of Action: A Case Study of 
Computer-Medgated Activity in an Auto Parts Purchasing Office 

This second part of the chapter deals with the "~nderlife'"~ of clerical work in a 

purchasing department of an auto parts factory (Ontario, Canada) by focussing on the 

interaction between worker, computer and organization. Studies of labour process, 

organizations and workplace learning have some relevance to this case study, particularly the 

work of Kusterer (1978) on the skill of apparently "unskilled" workers. His analysis parallels 

the argument I make here in terms of a basic problematization of skill and how those skills 

are acquired (i.e. learning). Other work such at tkdt of Darrah (1996) provides further 

information on the sometimes contentious context of workplace learning. Organizational 

studies theorists, in general, however have been much less interested in either learning or the 

standpoint of workers. We can see that these authors have generally discussed the issue of 

workers' pmtices in terms of employee recalcitrance to be overcome in favour of 

management prerogatives (see Collinson, 1994 for an overview). While Labour Process 

theorists (e.g. Jerimer, Knight and Nord, 1994; Lucia and Stewart, 1997) have contributed to 

an understanding of the cultural life of work which recognizes worker resistance, we are still 

saddled with either, an underlying affmation of the capitalist accumulation process or an 

overly determined, mechanical conceptualization of workers resisting the organizational 

imperatives of capital. 

While I don't conduct a situated ethnomethodolgical analysis in the traditional sense, I 

do make use of a type of organizational ethnomethodology which highlights how workers 

actively deal with a computer systems software called "Oracle". The analysis makes use of a 

series of in-depth interviews with a female clerical worker whom I'll call "Gwen". Over the 

14 This notion of the informal dimension of organizational life has affinity with Goffman's analysis in 
(1961) in which he also refers to as a series of "secondary adjushnents" (1961), i.e. 
... defining these as any habitual arrangement by which a member of an organization employs 

unauthorized means, or obtains unauthorized ends, or both, thus getting around the organization's 
assumptions .... In terms of a formal organization as a social establishment, thecorresponding shift would 
be from an individual's secondary adjushnent to the full set of such adjushnents that all the members of 
the organization severally and collectively sustain. Thesepractices together comprise what can be called 
the rinderlife of theinstitution ... (Goffman, 1961:189,199 author's emphasis) 



course of several months I met with Gwen to discuss the role of the computer systems 

software in her working life. We discussed these issues using a set of computer screen-texts, 

involved in Gwen's daily work activity, printed onto sheets of paper. These print-outs helped 

her (nnd I) in the task of describing what she could not say in so many words. It was a 

description of the inner life and tacit knowledge production of the clerical work that she had 

come to know very well over her 15 years in that department. All in all, not including 

numerous phone-calls and c-mails for clarification, our interviews spanned approximately 6 

hours of recorded conversation as we peered over the print-outs over cups of coffee at her 

kitchen table. 

Reflecting on these data, I make several claims, the most basic of which, following 

Smith and Whalen (1994), is that computer software screen-texts can be understood as an 

important 'constituent' of workplace structure that workers negotiate on an everyday basis in a 

form of computer-mediated activity. This claim involves understanding computer systems as 

not only specific tools of production (in this case accounting/purchasing records) but as tools 

for the production of organizations themselves. At the same time, I argue that despite the 

apparently heightened level of managerial control v i s -h i s  computerized technology, 

workers are still required to activate and use these technologies and thus, however narrowly 

circumscribed, do exercisc forms of agency, creativity and control. Finally, I suggest that 

software designs work in coordinated fashion with the more general organizational norms 

and sanctions to enact the needs of capital in the daily lives of workers. I offer a detailed 

analysis of a specific example of the shaping of work practices in terms of an organizational 

sequence of actiorz. Inherent in (the formal and informal variations of) these sequences are 

requirements and opportunities for changing participation from the standpoint of the worker. 

It is important to point out, however, that beyond the initial training period and outside very 

narrow limits, changing modes of participation are largely antithetical to the vision of control 

and standardization that capital, through Oracle, attempts to assert. 



6.6 Making Use of a "Texts-in-Action" Approach to Understand Computer 
Learning 

There are a variety of ways to approach this topic at the micro-level, but a relatively 

novel one can be found in the work of Smith (1990), Melhger (1992), Smith and Whalen 

(1994) and a small group of others. The def&g feature of these studies is that each tries to 

understand 'texts' - including computerized 'screen-texts' - as playing a key role in the 

(re)production of specific organizational relations. 

Analysis of the talk-text-talk sequence shows the text in action and as integral to the 
coordination of the sequence and the ordering of the component sequences of talk. 
However this is not sufficient to establish our claim to describe the sequence as 
'organizational'. This is established as we demonstrate the standardization of recipient 
design in the officially required (and in part technically constrained by the software) 
descriptive syntax in which call-takers are trained and into which they translate the 
caller's vernacular. (Smith and Whalen, 199429) 

A key element of these studies is their expanded view of the concept of text, textuality and 

inter-textuality. A basic description of these is found in Smith and Whalen (1994) where the 

authors insist on two key dimensions. On one hand, the text refers to a physically sensed 

"materiality" (e.g. pages in a book; an application form; a specific screen-text of a 

computerized system). On the other hand, texts also involve social and interactional 

elements in terms of the process of 'signification' (see for example the explanation in Barthes, 

1977). Texts, like other tools, are created within a specific set of historical, social relations, 

but texts must be 'activated' through the course of an active social relationship (i.e. they must 

be read). One explanation of the social character of texts that seems to fit particularly well 

could be use to describe a clerical worker as follows: 

a reader whose reading is contingent on her own 'inscription' within historical, social 
and political situations. Textuality thus absorbs both the subject and object of study, 
effacing the distinction between the two. (Jones, 1995542) 

It is this expanded notion of the power of the text that opens up the possibility of viewing 

computers as a meaningful (social and material) constituent within everyday practices of 

particular workers in a workplace. 

Explicating the active and social relational dimensions of texts is the basis of what 



Smith and Whalen (1994) call a "texts-in-action" approach. In their paper, the authors deal 

with an emergency call centre's "call for service" organizational sequence of action. Smith 

and Whalen demonstrate severalimportant points that are relevant to this paper. First, 

[tlhe iterative capacity of the text, particularly the printed and now the electronic, text, 
is foundational to contemporary forms of large-scale organization ... (19946) 

Second, as constituents to an organizational sequence of action, 

... the technically formalized and iterable text enables coordination of activities across 
tinle and space, many times over, and with varying personnel. (19949) 

These points alone suggest the essential work that texts do for the modem workplace. 

However of even greater interest here, as the authors go on to describe, these texts serve a 

"regulatory" function in such a way as to actively represent a particular organizational 

rationale or "agenda". 

Thus the face sheet functions as a textual idealization of a public safety agency's 
organizational agenda. The form and any associated 'additional details" structure or 
organize concrete sequences of action so as to realize that agenda ... Through their use 
an organizational order is locally achieved. (1994: 16) 

In the case of the trans-national corporation the "agenda" is oriented to capital accumulation 

and labour processes in which purchasing and accounting information from dispersed 

international worksites arc centrally and automatically integrated through an integrated 

computer systems network. 

The notion of human-computer-organizational interaction, or analysis of the role of 

screen-texts in terms of organizational sequences of action is similar to the concept of activity 

in the sense that it attempts to integrate participants, tools and social context in a single unit 

of analysis. However, whereas the "text-in-action" approach offers a workable empirical 

program of inquiry into interaction, it says nothing about how this analysis relates to issues of 

learning per se. Neo-Vygotskian perspectives on learning as a changing modes of 

participation in activity systems involving tool-mediation (of which textually-mediated 

practices are an example) provide this learning perspective. 



6.7 Context of the Case Study 

The auto parts factory in this study is part of a group of auto parts plants located 

throughout Sr uthern Ontario (Canada) and North-Eastern United States which are owned by 

a large and diversified trans-national corporation. With the need for capital investment and 

expansion15, the company has been engaged in an ongoing process of increasing its technical 

rationalization and centralization of operations, communications and financial data. 

Among the systematization of management record keeping were new technologies of 
accounting. The "rational capitalistic establishment" is one with capital accounting. 
It is an establishment which "determines its income yielding power by calculation 
according to the methods of modern bookkeeping ... Transformed accounting 
technologies contribute to the transformation of the social organization of capital 
from the individual to the corporate form ... (Smith, 1996:179) 

In the purchasing department of this auto parts factory, the company has inserted a new 

"accounting technology" which is inter-linked (online) with the company's other auto parts 

piants in the group. Indeed, one of the important dimensions that Gwen returns to again and 

again in describing the daily problems of her work is the conflict that arises as a central 

authority attempts to maintain and extend rational accounting to the increasingly distant 

realities of a larger and largcr number of local sites of auto parts production. 

The organizational sequence of action of interest here is the "Purchase Order (PO) 

sequence". This sequence defmes a segment of the labour process through which the plant 

orders and receives the materials it needs to maintain production. Much of Gwen's paid work 

day consists of producing versions of this sequence using the Oracle computer systems 

software, in effect successliully responding to the software's series of screens through the 

course of the work day, i.e. "The empty fields of the computer text are questions insistently 

seeking response" (Smith and Whalen, 1994:ll). Gwen's role is to translate the needs of 

production into a series of contracts which gets the specific material to the plant. In keeping 

1 5 ~ h e  need for ever increasing capital expansion is well document by many political economists, but for 
lheoriginalin thesenselwish touselheconcept of course, seeMarx. Caoital, vol. 1. With adifferentfocus which 
is particularly useful here, Weber ouuines an aspect of this process with his analysis around the "iron cage" 
m&pl~or. Weber's conccptual devclopmcnts around bureaucracy and also the essence of "the rauonal capimlistic 
establishment" (i.e. Ihz financial accounting suucture) (Mommsen, 1989; Smith, 1996; Hollon, 1996) provide 
important background to the organizational elements examined in Ihis paper. 



with the tenor of Suchman's (1987) and Latour's (1987; 1994) discussion of technology as 

kind of participant in interaction, Oracle's role in this process is multifaceted. In basic terms, 

it is the computer software that, once the necessary information is entered, produces and 

stores centrally all the pertincnt transaction information. However, it is important to note that 

while the addition of the "Oracle" computerized accounting/purchasing system to Gwen's 

office is new, the PO organizational sequence of action is not. 

Over the 15 years Gwen has worked at the factory, the PO sequence has undergone 

steady development. This began with the use of standardized, manual, type-written paper- 

forms (duplicated and stored in physical fond6), followed by "display writer" word- 

proccssed and printed-out paper-forms (duplicated and stored in physical form), then 

"WordPerfectU processed and printed-out paper-forms (5 part form duplicated and stored in 

physical form), and now today using the Oracle computer system. 

The basic elements of the current PO organizational sequence of action can be 

describe as follows. The scqucnce is initiated by a production or maintenance need (say, the 

need for more steel or a broken machine part) which a purchasing agent responds to by %g 

out a Requisition to Purchase form. This form initiates the production and recording of a PO 

electronic record within the Oracle computer system, and also a hard-copy "PO Agreement" 

contract (a 8.5" x 11" purchase contract). This PO Agreement is sent via courier to the 

vendor company who will supply the requested item(s) to the auto parts plant. The vendor 

company acknowledges the "Purchase Order Agreement" by sending back a copy of the PO 

agreement and then ships the requested item(s). Upon receiving the item(s) at the auto parts 

plant, a "Packing Slip" which accompanies the item($ displaying a packing slip number and 

other information is forwarded through internal company mail to Gwen to be entered into the 

electronic record. This completes the basic PO organizational sequence of action." It is 

1 6 ~ y  citing that the various information is "stored in physical form" I am indicating that storage in this 
form is the primary method of mainlaininglretrievinglusing these financial records. 

''11 might be helpful to clarify the differences among these lhrm closely related terms before proceeding. 
Purchase Order Oreanizational Sequence of Action -- refers to the entire set of organizational, work, 
conversational, inter-textual relations that are a part of this sequence of action. 
PurchaseOrder ElecuonicRecord -- refers to the complete elecuonic represented andmagnetically stored 



impossible for a contract and payment to be issued to a supplier without a PO number. 

However, another important aspect of the initiation of the production of a PO electronic 

record is the fact that the Oracle system issues it a unique "PO Number" which tracks (inter- 

textually, through time and space) the purchase allowing for greater centralized surveillance 

and control over the process. 

Before proceeding any further into the minutiae of this aspect of clerical work I think 

it is important to 'hear' Gwen introduce her relationship with the Oracle screen-texts in terms 

of her typical work day in this interview exchange. 

I: When you come in for the day, do you basically know what to do or does your 
supervisor have to tcll you what to do or/ 

G: No, barely ever. 
I: So basically you design your day based on requisition forms that are in the basket, or 

any that are handed to you that day1 
G: Yep, packing slips that come in, yeah, so it all just kind of flows. 

Requisition forms, packing slips, drawings, drawing letters, confirmation forms - all texts 

within the PO organizational sequence of action ''just flow". Her daily paid work is ordered 

through these texts and their relationship with the structure (control, surveillance) of the 

workplace. It is a form of authoritarian computer/organizationally-mediated, and specifically 

text-mediated, activity in which Gwen, co-workers and the computerized system begin 

another day of work together. 

record ofinformation on that transaction which may include a history of transactions with that supplier 
on that item if the order is an ongoing or "blanket" order. But in any case contains a great deal of 
information referrin:, to such things as currency rates, taxation codes, shipping instructions, 
authorization(s), all supporting text reference numbers, as well as quantity, delivery dates, item 
descriptions, etc. 
Purchase Order Asreement -- refers to an 8.5" x 11" piece of paper that is produced born the PO 
electronic record within the Oracle system and is sent to the supplier as an call to purchase an item(s). 
Reauisition toPurcliase -- refers toatraditional, non-computerized form that is filled by hand by a buyer 
and passed onto G in many ways initiating a PO organizational sequence of action. 
There are other organizational texts, records, etc. referred to occasionally in this paper that are also 
essential'snh-texts' or 'sub-doclunents'within thePOorganiwtionalsequenceofaction includingdrawings 
of items, various standardized letters (ex. a "drawing letter" --introducing drawings to the supplier), etc. 



6.8 Screen-texts and Organizational Sequences of Action: Contradictory 
LocaIiExtra-local Relations 

One of the central achievements of texts, as Smith points out, is their ability to "suture 

the extra-local ... to the local actualities of our necessarily embodied lives" (19946-7). 

However, what needs to made explicit is the role that advanced capitalist accumulation and 

labour processes play as a source of contradiction in this text-mediated activity. The 

relationship between the local and extra-local relations of capital production is a daily, 

ongoing source of a kind of mundane struggle in the workplace. This is a struggle in which 

the extra-local fwancial base structure of the corporation attempts, particularly through the 

use of its communication technology, to gain more immediate and ongoing access/control 

over localized information, and ultimately financial and production processes. 

To begin to understand the contradiction between the local and extra-local as played 

out through the screen-texts of the Oracle system within the activity system (and the process 

of computer learning), a comparison can be made between the previous "Five Part Form" 

method and the Oracle method of accomplishing the PO organizational sequence of action. 

G: Well it takes a lot longer. As far as my job or the person who enters the purchase 
orders [into Oracle], it takes a lot more time, but if you look at the pluses it is 
definitely worth it ... It takes nothing. You just zip them through quick, but it's when 
there's a change. It can take you hours to do a simple thing, where in the past it just 
took you no time at all. You could just type another order and have the same number 
on it, whereas this thcre is so many things you can't change [in Oracle]. So it 
def i te ly is a lot more cumbersome to the purchasing department. 

I: It's made your job more, but it's made somebody else's less though? 
G: Oh yeah. 
I: Whose? 
G: I think for finance it's easier, like more automatic. Like again, I think it all boils down 

to the data, having that database is the big benefit. 

The change that Gwen describes is centred around Oracle's ability to apparently 'demand' (as 

one of its stmctural/design features) the extra-localization of all information pertinent to the 

hancial base structure of the corporation before proceeding with the organizational sequence 

of action. Below, Gwen's comments describe her vague but nevertheless very real sense of 

the difference that she now feels with the use of the Oracle system. Clearly, the change 



involves a further sense of  'dis-embodiment' o f  her daily work. 

Before with the Five Part form itl%as done by hand ... It was just like typing on one 
piece o f  paper, and you saw it altogether and you could see it, what it looked liked. 

Notice here and in all o f  Gwen's descriptions o f  the "Five Part Form" that Gwen never grants 

the 'form' the status of  active subject in her descriptions. Though essentially the old paper- 

texVforms and computer screen-texts both give rise to tool-mediated activity, the form is not 

considered an active participant in the workplace in the same way that computerized system 

appears to be, and nor does the paper-text seem to bring into play the weight o f  

organizational rules and requirements to the same degree. Gwen describes that the type o f  

work arrangement that Oracle attempts to organize does not seem to allow the clerk-typist to 

visualize her work in thc PO organizational sequence o f  action. She continues, 

It would have been interesting to see what all this, what a puny little thing it comes 
to ... because you'd think you'd get this mountain o f  information, but you get this 8 and 
half by eleven [piece o f  paper, i.e. the Purchase Order Agreement] with just a report 
on it. 

Among the differences between the Oracle-generated screen-texts and paper-texts is the 

additional removal o f  'traces' o f  the worker, local production, and control by the localized 

constituents. In the Five Part Form days, not only was there the specific knowledge and skills 

needed for the production o f  the report, but there was also, in the fmal instance, the physical 

location o f  the hard-copy forms, i.e. localized f h g .  This was spoken about by Gwen as a 

particularly significant aspect of  the earlier "Five Part Form" PO organizational sequence of 

action. 

I: How big o f  deal is it to have to go searching through things for packing slips or 
whatever1 like is t h ~ t  a pretty big deal? 

G: Oh, it is. 
I: Do people get a little panicky? 
G: They used to come down and they'd be looking for things, whereas now they can look 

at it on the screen. 
I: So now there's a little bit more control? [for management] 
G: I think so, yes. It's all there [on-line]. It's so easy. And how easy is it for someone to 

"~ot i ce  here and in all of G's descxiptions of the "5 part form", G never grants the 'form' Ule status of an 
active subject. 



take out a purchase order and mis-file it, and then you can't find it. Or someone's got 
it on their desk and two, it was always, fine, if it was last year it was right there in 
your office, but for the year before it was upstairs and after that it was across the road 
[another office of the pbnt] after the last seven years/ over in the archives. 

The existence of information in hard-copy form as the primary method of record keeping 

clearly had the tendency to contribute to localized control. This localization (understood by 

the extra-local base of the trans-national corporation as a general lack of control') meant that 

information had to be mcdiated by local workers to a far greater degree. This local mediation 

came in the form of more face-to-face contact and cooperation amongst workers in different 

departments. 

I: So was there was more face-to-face stuff with finance then [with the 5 part form]? 
G: I think so. We'd be up their digging through their files a lot whereas now we can look 

at it here [in Oraclc screens]. The same thing with them. They used to be down at 
month end, and I uscd to call it 'Oh, they're fluddering'. They used to have to come 
down and just dig through our files. Looking for packing slips. 

I: So it would be the equivalent of them trying to solve all the "bombed-out" ones? 
G: Yeah. They'd have invoices without packing slips. Now they can look to see if there 

was a packing slip [on Oracle] whereas before they used to have to come down and 
fmd the PO and the slip. 

While Gwen reiterates the notion that work and information was once organized in the local 

setting, she goes on to introduce a key part of Oracle's control/surveillance - the "bomb-out". 

The bomb-out is part of an important new vernxular in the office since the 

introduction of Oracle, and has been a necessary component of the development of new 

patterns of participation in activity. The bomb-out gains its particular importance and its 

particular meaning in the lives of Gwen and her co-workers due to their particular standpoint 

as workers. Whereas the bomb-out is a means of control for management, it is a source of 

problems for workers. It refers to an instance in which Oracle has detected that the PO 

organizational sequence of action has been broken in some way. Below, Gwen describes a 

typical bomb-out with special reference to the Oracle system as an active constituent within 

the process. In this particular case, the price of a supplier's goods varies with the number of 

units actually purchased. As mentioned above, the Oracle system in the case of ongoing or 

"blanket" order maintains or "tracks" the history of an item's purchase from a particulx 



company. 

Like say if you would have a price for a minimum quantity of say 5,000 pieces and 
another price for 10,000 pieces. When the shipment comes in and it's received, it 
[Oracle] tries to interface but it doesn't know which one to go to, so it [Oracle screen- 
text] will say 'Ambiguous price or location', on the Interface Report. As far as the 
"SRI" [the computerized shipping, receiving and inventory system] - the shipment 
will be received into inventory and it'll show in inventory but it won't come through to 
Oracle, the accounting side, because it [Oracle] won't know. It'll keep going 'Oh, 
where can I [interface]? It doesn't know which one to go to. And the receiver doesn't 
know - they just receive it. So it would just go 'Boing. Boing. Boing ['bouncing' 
between choices unable to make a decision]', and then the bomb-out comes out on the 
Interface Report. 

As we noted a few pages ago, we again see the syntactic positioning of Oracle (versus the 

Five Part Form) in Gwen's description. Here and in most instances throughout the data, 

Gwen grants Oracle an active, subject status in the work sequences. Gwen goes on to outline 

how Oracle interfaces with the shipping department computer system, and that when Oracle 

finds ambiguous information it records the problem PO number in an "Interface Report" (an 

electronic record) that is then printed out daily for management. In this way the Oracle 

system can monitor workers automatically through its command of an enormous data base of 

information which the workers themsevles create. 

6.9 Formal Organizational Sequences of Action and Informal Variations: 
Alternative Standpoints and Discretionary Learning 

Thus far I have described the top-down dynamics of the trans-national company and 

its computerized control system as they appear in a local purchasing department ofice from 

the standpoint of a clerical worker. Indeed, as it is throughout this research, issues of 

standpoint are paramount in understanding what's going on. For example, while I didn't 

interview mangers in the purchasing department in this case study, we could speculate that 

their accounts of interaction, the goals of activity, and even the motive-structure of activity 

are understood in a dzferent way. From Gwen's standpoint, the computer system uses 

Interface Reports and the bomb-out in order to control and consistently reproduce particular 

dimensions of her work. However, technical control of this kind is rarely, if ever, complete. 

In the world of everyday practice, workers regularly respond to attempts at control, 



sometimes as in the case of Gwen, if only to do the best job they can. Thcse forms of 

variations highlight an important tension or contradiction within the activity system. 

Whatever the reason, whatever the outcome (hyper-exploitation, nervous exhaustion, 

promotion, etc.), these practices do not, in any simple way, merely  rat^ or reproduce the 

dominant logic of the organization. Rather they are clerical-workerlparticipants' 

interpretations, their own reasons, and their own methods of actively and socially 

accomplishing this logic from their own standpoint. Workers, such as Gwen, create spaces 

for themselvcs to exercise their own creativity and skills according to an alternative and 

practical logic. Importantly, it is at this point (and not within the scope of the dominant 

formalized logic of the organizational sequences of action) that we see that "learning" as 

changing participation in activity systems is made possible. These relations are made explicit 

in a careful examination oSa specific type of localized variations of the PO organizational 

sequence of action. 

I have chosen to use the term "informal variations" to describe these worker-led 

organinational sequences in order to show that they parallel the formal process (which is 

always a skeleton of actual processes) and lie buried just below its surface. 

Like I'm saying this, but you're not suppose to do it this way, the "req" [requisition 
form] should be in your hand, but hey, they need it right now but to get they'd have to 
get approvals and phone whoever. But instead they say We need this. Could I have a 
purchase order' So you don't have the req in your hand and we're not suppose to give 
you a purchase order number without a requisition number [and the accompanying 
information, ex. prices, item codes, etc.]. They'll have that req form [incomplete] in 
their hand and it'll have a req number on it and I'm giving them the purchase order 
number and they will write it down on thdt req form and I type the req number on my 
purchase order [on-screen]. So you can begin to track it that way [the bomb-out due 
to incomplete information, i.e. there is only a requisition number and an issued PO 
number contained in the PO electronic record]. But usually by the time that would 
come up [on the interface report] you'd have the req on your desk and it could be 
entered and that would be done. 

In addition, Gwen describes another typical instance when the purchasing, finance/accounting 

and shipping department workers collude to over-step the system altogether thereby 

developing another informal variation in the organizational sequence of action. 

So the packing slip will come in the back-door and not in agreement with Oracle, but 



it's the only way wc can do it [given the constraints of local production reality] ... 
Shipping will code the packing slip and send it up to accounting and they do their 
charging that way because there's no way to do it with Oracle. Well you could do it, 
but then again it would be a PO for a box of band-aids, so it's good for some things 
but for others it's not. 

It begins to become quite clear that there is a inherent contradiction in the activity system. It 

is ultimately driven by a logic of capitalist accumulation realized in the specific case of the 

individual's operations, goals and motives. As neo-Vygotskians such as Engestrom (1987; 

1992; 1996; 1999) suggest, these political economic dimensions are inextricably related to 

even the most micro-oriented, un-self-conscious operations, and I argue infuse computer- 

based learning in the everyday such as this with class-relations. Workers like Gwen 

constantly must (re)produce systematic variations to the organizational sequences demanded 

by the company through Oracle. Here Gwen describes the regularity in which localized 

workers produce these variations. 

I: How often does this whole back-way happen? 
G: This backwards way happens all the time. Always. I would say about 80% of Po's 

are done that way. 
I: Why don't they [management] want it to go that way? 
G: I don't know - I guess they do [laughing]! It's just that everyone is/ Like they 

[production workers] are working on a machine and something breaks down. They 
don't have time to say, 'Oh I've got lo write out this piece of paper and take it to 
purchasing and purchasing will have to place the order, and fust I have to run around 
and get all the signatures on it.' 

Competing logics of production coexist. One logic emanates from the bureaucratic, extra- 

local demands of a large trans-national corporation in pursuit of capital accumulation and 

ever-increasing rational control. Another logic emanates from localized choices of workers 

attempting to do the best and most satisfying job they can by exercising creativity and 

initiating new patterns of relationships in order to make a living. 

6.10 "No Ace, No Face, No Trump": Key Input Fields and Organizational Sequences 
of Action 

Another way of understanding the role of computerized texts systems in the context of 

computer-organizational mediation in human activity is to focus on the role of two key input 



fields which appear in thc PO electronic record. While we can imagine the computer system 

or screen-texts as participants in ongoing interaction - for Gwen this "conversation" is 

actually carried out through interaction with specific on-screen input fields. We can also see 

that issues of social standpoint are important to understanding the meaning and structure of 

the activity. By this I mean that the Oracle system has its own "key fields". These are data 

fields through which management manages worker's activities either by automatic reports 

from Oracle or through old-fashion manual surveillance (i.e. inanually checking the contents 

of the electronic fies). These are the fields through which break-downs in the formal 

sequence of action are meant to be signalled. For example, an "incomplete" record message 

appearing in the "status" field (see appendix for a copy of this screen-text) indicates that one 

of Oracle's "key fields" has been improperly dealt with. Oracle will display an "ambiguous 

statement" message in the lower dialogue field if the input information does not match a 

series of authorized answers. If a PO electronic record remains "incomplete" andlor 

"ambiguous" for the length of a working day - a line is entered in the daily Interface report 

(see appendix) quoting the specifc PO numbers leading management directly to the source of 

the problem who, from management's perspective, is a worker like Gwen. Through 

functions like this, Oracle monitors Gwen's work day (as the perfect, tireless snitch) and 

issues a report to her supervisor through the use of key field statements which are generated 

automatically. 

Alternatively, the two fields which were central to Gwen's description of top-down 

versus bottom-up organizational control were the "PO number" and "description" fields. In 

the case of the PO Number field, this is not at all surprising as it is this field that acts as the 

chief "gate-keeperlwatch-dog" (means of tracing the sequence) of the company's prescribed 

PO organizational sequence of action. In fact, even with Oracle's ability to structure and 

monitor as we've seen described, a PO can be initiated even if the requisition forms are 

absent, the items desired for purchase are undisclosed, even if the price or the payment date 

remains undisclosed to the system. With very little information other than the PO Number, 

the process can (temporarily at least) proceed. One can proceed, as Gwen says, "no ace, no 



face, no trump"", or in other words with virtually no information in hand. The sequence can 

still be initiated (vendor products can in Pact be received and put to use) as long as a the 

Oracle system has issued an PO number into the various electronic locations within the 

company's system. From Oracle's perspective, should this information remain undisclosed 

for more than 24 hours, it can simply issue an item on the Interface Report at which point 

more traditional types of discipline can take place. Gwen explains that the issuing of a PO 

number and the initiation of a specific organizational sequence of action, though easily done 

with only the poke of a computer key or two, is not to be taken lightly. 

... there's no way OII  earth that you can change that record [the PO Electronic 
Record]. You have to cancel that order and give it a new number, which is a royal 
pain because it's that number that tracks the whole thing. It's gone to the supplier. It's 
quoted on their paper work. It's come through to the plant. So you have to make sure 
that when you issue a new PO number you have to change it everywhere .... There's 
just not the rootn for error where before [with the 5 Part Form] it was so easy to 
correct. You don't do your purchase orders over because the big thing is that you do 
not want to have to issue a new PO number because that just creates problems, like 
until everyone gets it straight ... so you go to all this trouble to avoid cancelling and 
reorganizing a purchase order. 

Herein, at the level of these informal variations of the formal organizational sequences of 

action, is where Gwen exercises here discretionary engagement with Oracle in the coUusion 

with a network of co-workers, engineers, secretarial staff at supplier company's, and so on. I t  

is in fact here where Gwen (et al.) produce the opportunity for changing participation in a 

community of practice, i.e. learning, in the context of the workplace. However, this mode of 

participation is structured in a number of ways beyond the software design of Oracle itself. 

Here we see Gwen's retection on "learning" followed by concrete descriptions of some of the 

factors that influence it. 

G: And it's on the job that you learn all the little things that are behind the scenes. It's not 
just copy typing, yon gotta recognize that that's not the right account number, or you 
recognize that name. 

I: You recognize names and faces when you see the PO number? 
G: That's right. 

1% No ace, no face, no trump" is a saying used to describe an instance in a card game called Euchre when 
players have no high scoring cards in their hand. 



And I guess you need to know who to phone and know the person at the supplier too, 
so it's a whole network. 
Yeah it is .... 
So how would you go about handling problems or if you didn't know something? 
Probably a co-workcrs who've been through the same training and are basically doing 
the same things as you. Then maybe ask the consultant whose been there, then maybe 
this Marie who's suppose to know a lot. Not the buyers and the purchasing agents and 
the supervisor, phfft [snorts] You won't get anything from them. 
This may seem like a silly question, but how's your desk area laid out? Like is it easy 
to contact your co-workers? 
Well if1 was asking my supervisor, it would be easy, I have easy contact with him. I 
can just turn my chair and call into him. But I'd have to get up and go around to talk 
to somebody else. 
So there's like cubicles. 
Yeah, I'd have to get up and go around to the cubicle. 
So th~ t ' s  not the best thing. It would almost be good to take down the cubicles. 
No. [pausing] Because there's all that going on. Or just on the phone. 
Co-workers? 
Well the consultant upstairs, but I guess if you're right in the middle of something you 
don't want to have to stop and send an e-mail or something. You want an answer 
right then. And there will be, I'm sure you need to keep a set of notes, which I had 
been doing, and we still haven't had our meeting, but they said anything we perceive 
to be a problem write it down. What's happening with this, what's happening with 
this. We're suppose to just get together and talk about it. 
When do you get a chance to talk with these people [co-workers]? Do you take 
lunches together? 
Just in bits and pieces. There's just time, you get talking something and youll bring it 
up "And what do you think about that?" and then someone else will come in and put 
their two cents in. We're all pretty close, and i fa  problem comes up "How the heck is 
this going to work'?" And they try to relate it to what they do. [the family cat jumps 
up on the table and we pause] We'll have a golf tournament a couple times a year, 
and a Christmas party and we get together. There's one girl I'd say is really a friend 
but I like everybody. There's nine of us there in our cubicles. 

She describes not just the control and discipline capabilities of the company's computerized 

system, but the way that features such as workplace design (arrangements of cubicles so that 

contact with co-workers is difficult whereas surveillance by the manager whose office is 

directly behind her is not). Christmas parties and golf tournaments aside, despite this tight 

control/surveillance Gwen and co-workers find (indeed create) "bits and pieces" of time in 

order to talk, exchange information and learn. In his review of office computerization, work- 



station and organizational design Fiske comments, 

We have developed computers into precise machines for control. Their capacity to 
produce detailed knowledge about the physical or social worlds and thereby to extend 
our power over them is not my main concern here. I am concerned more with their 
power to know their users. Sharon Dannon has provided us with a revealing example 
of this power being applied to the individual whom it knows and therefore produces. 
The point of control is a print-out of the day's work of one of the 350 employees, 
almost all of them women, in Trans World Airline's reservation centre. The computer 
works "externally" to allocate customers to seats and "internally" to monitor its 
operators. In this tiny fragment of working life we can trace the macro power systems 
of individuation and knowledge which Foucault diagnoses as the prerequisites of a 
modern society. (Fiske, 1993:71) 

While I see gaps in the apparently seamless exercise of power and control in the office, 

Fike's comments help us understand that the features Gwen struggles with are not 

idiosyncratic but designed, systematic elements oTcapitalist workplace. 

It can also be noted that the PO Number field, although it appears as a regular user 

input field on the screen, is in fact one of only a small number of input fields authorized to be 

used only by Oracle (workers cannot access these fields; the others being the "status" and 

"dialogue" fieldsz0). The Status and dialogue fields act as direct but temporary links between 

Oracle's requirements and the worker's actions often issuing direct orders to the worker. It is 

through the use of these fields that the corporate organization, the Oracle system and the PO 

organizational sequence of action specifically, are accomplished within the boundaries of 

capital's economic rationale. 

Besides those fields which are the strict domain of Oracle, however, another category 

of fields is that which Oracle leaves unmonitored and unrestricted, and which are the domain 

of the worker. The most important field of this kind in the purchasing office is the 

"description" field. The "description field" can be seen to be closely aligned with needs of 

the local production plant, if not the workers themselves. While it is not a "key field" in 

Oracle's terms, it is key from Gwen's standpoint. It is the field that allows localized, informal 

20 The "dialogue" fieldis notanamedfieldon t t .  It is thelower-most fieldon the screen-text 
(lower-most white-space) and appears on virtually all of Oracle's work screens. 



variations of the organizational sequence to be created by the workers." It is the description 

field that allows Gwen (not Oracle) to "track the order". In the following description of how 

Gwen uses the description field, there are a number of things going on. Beyond the 

description of the informal variation, there is also Gwen's reluctance to privilege her own 

local achievement of the organizational sequence of action through the description field. She 

insists, despite the evidencc she provides, that her role in a creative accomplishment of the 

variation is relatively in~ignificant.~~ 

G: I put in the requisition number [into the Description field]. That would be to track it 
hack to a person. I'd put the requisitioner's name say, 'Bob from engineering is 
ordering this and the date'. And very often, I know it's not suppose to work this way, 
but we'll receive a packing slip and it might not have a purchase order number on it, 
but they're suppose lo and we're working on that, hut you could bring up all the orders 
from say X vendor and match it and track it back to all the information.,. Or, say you 
get a package with a purchase order number and you key in that purchase order 
number and itll say down in here [pointing to Status field] 'incomplete'. I have 
nothing from them [the person requesting the item(s)]. The day I gave out that 
purchase order number [initiating a sub-formal variation of the PO organizational 
sequence of action] I never received anything to allow me to enter it into the system 
[causing a bomb-out]. So then I'll s a p ,  'Oh yeah, but that was Bob who asked me to 
enter this!'. So thcn I can phone them [the local requisitioner] and say 'Hey, where's 
that req!' 

I: I'm intcrested because it seems like such a key field when things don't go right? 
G: Yeah, well but really, it's of no use to getting the paper work processed and to allow 

21~t  is used in a way not unlike the "optional fields" and "ancillary" texts that Smith and Whalen (1994) 
describe in their case study. 

 he data indicaies Uiat Gwen's perspective at tliis point is closely aligned with Uiat of management. 
Despite her own descriptions, Gwen consistently hesitates to see the Oracle system as anytliing other than the 
"best", "most efficient" way to organize her activities. Gwen had a great deal of difficulty envisioning her work 
in ways other than the formal, autliodzed way. 
I: How would you describe yourself as an employee? 
G: You mean like conscientious and that kind of stuff? 
I: Sure. 
G: Yeah. Faithful, conscientious, dependable, umm, l&e I will always go a step further, you know. L i e  I 

would never just say, 'I'm sorry. I don't how. '  I think I am a very g w d  employee. 
I: Would you say you were a loyal employee? 
G: Very/ And I think I have a bit too much guilt. I always feel guilty if work is piling up and stu& 

2 3 ~ e r e  G, interestingly, mocks-up a dialogue with the Oracle system. 



you to receive. It's just [pause] that [the sub-formal variation24] would be the main 
reason that we would use it. 

I: No, but ifsomethu~g comes in and things aren't matching up then you can go to that 
Description field and you can make things match up tight? 

G: Well, if somehow I can get a requisition number or say the packing slip came in 
saying 'Attention: Bob'. And that's all I had. I could go into the Vendor field. Query 
on the vendor. L i e  say if it's X company, and bring them up [a list of all the PO 
electronic records that involved X company] and then say, 'Yeah, that was Bob' and 
then eventually figure it all out. It's just for us. For ourselves [clerical workers]. 

Beyond automatic monitoring of Gwen's work, there is also, as I've indicated: more 

traditional 'manual' surveillance that specitically includes the monitoring of the Description 

field by supervisors (as Oracle's monitoring does not). 

Like also when it [the PO Electronic Record] goes to accounting for approv al... 
They're really not interested [in what goes in the Description field], although the other 
day I put something in there for my own, 'So and so needs the invoice by year end'. 
Well, it went up to accounting and [her manager] called me back and he said 'You 
can't put that in thcre.' [Gwen replied] 'But it's just for my own information.' [her 
manager said] 'Yeah, but if an auditor came in and saw that it would trigger' [Gwen 
replied] 'Oh, yeah.' So they don't1 So it can't always be used for what you think. 

Clcarly, Oracle piays a major role in the reproduction of capitalist relations of 

production in the local oflice, plant, and indeed across trans-national corporation, but also 

provides a type of interactive context (its software design in conjunction with the social 

organization of the workplace, economy, etc.) in which Gwen learns. Gwen tells us plainly 

that her day "just flows" with little or no direct supervision. Instead of direct managerial 

discipline, her work day is structured based upon the corporate logic embodied in specific 

fields, screen-texts, and design features of Oracle. Key fields, then, are the actual sites in 

which competing logics clash, and formal and informal organizational sequences of action 

meet. Before concluding, let us briefly put this into perspective using a comparative 

example. If these production relations were to be reproduced on a traditional auto assembly 

line, our imaginary auto workers would be removing over "80%" of the cars, f h g  them 

manually (contacting suppliers for missing parts, establishing their own relations with 

24~ecall fro111 above that the sub-formal variation accounts for "abut 80% of the PO'S" according to 
Gwen. 



suppliers, etc.) and then returning the cars to the line so that they roll off the back end of the 

line in what appears to be a technically controlled and rationalized process. Quite literally, 

Gwen and co-workers create their own systems of information flow, knowledge and skill. 

The clerical workers like Gwen collude in their own monitoring and discipline by directing 

their considerable energy, dedication and creativity towards maintaining auto parts 

production. To do this, these workers must generate interactive "space" in which they 

exercise their own discretion that is not formally made available by the company. Finding 

time in "bits and pieces" to informally work with other clerical staff as well as engineering 

and maintenance departments in order to bypass Oracle is the "space" in which the majority 

of their computer learning actually takes place. 

6.11 Summary of Case Studies 

This chapter has attempted to cover a good deal of ground, and its function in relation 

to the thesis is an important one as it provides the backdrop - or micro-contextualization - for 

the interpretation of interview and survey materials that cannot provide access to the same 

level of tacit, interactive structures which these case studies reveal directly. I've indicated the 

limits of these particular cases pointing to, in the fust case, the fact that the interaction takes 

place in a more formalized learning setting, and in the second case, by recognizing the fact 

that the interaction takes place amongst clerical as opposed to the industrial workers. Despite 

these differences, I argue that the model of conscious and tacit learning interaction they 

outline, the specific problematkation of experthovice relations they demonstrate, and the 

class-based structures they make explicit have enormous relevance to the conceptualization 

of computer learning in the rest of the analysis. While these are obviously not the only useful 

ways to approach the concept of learning, these methods of sequential analysis offer a 

powerful way of taking a close look at - and generating strongly warrantable claims about - 

the nature of computer learning and tacit knowledge and skill production in the everyday. 

Furthermore, both methods resist a collapse at the micro-level towards internalized, psycho- 

physical explanations of learning premised on the notion of the autonomous individual. Both 

methods make explicit how the individual agent is an active, skilled decision maker, but 

inseparably situated within a broader tool-mediated, political economic and historically 



specific activity. 

I've also suggested scveral difficulties that may be specific to computer-mediated 

activity in particular. In the fist case study, the computer-mediated nature of interaction, the 

status of the participants as mutually 'novice' to one another, the physical lay-out of the 

stations (i.e. mouse inaccessible to both participants), all add considerable complexity to our 

analysis of interaction and learning. In the second case study, these challenges are 

contextualize further by drawing on the attempts of a clerical worker to play her role in an 

organizational sequence of action where informal variations of the workers' own making 

actually provide the opportunity for changing participation and hence learning. I suggest, in 

fact, that periodic reflection back to the types of learning interaction outlined in this chapter 

will help provide a sound footing for understanding data provided in other chapters. 

This chapter presented a model of computer learning that also helps make visible 

some of the class dimensions of this activity. For example, my brief discussion in the frst 

case study of extending the sequences of action suggests a way of recognizing the broader 

context of micro-interaction. The notion of "distal influences" was suggested as a way of 

seeing that people's relationship to the labour market as wage-earners (rather than owners of 

capital) actually plays a role in this micro-interaction by producing the co-presence of one 

another (the very first "action" in any sequential interaction) at the Labour Education Centre. 

Likewise, Gwen's relationship to Oracle software also suggests a working-class standpoint in 

human-computer-organization interaction. The second case study demonstrates how 

historical relations of design and development of software are translated into activity in the 

capitalist workplace vis-k-vis tool-mediated labour. This tool-mediation pre-figures 

particular uses and social relations as well as particular standpoints in these uses and 

relations. Oracle clearly does not stand over the work of senior managers in the same way it 

does Gwen and her co-workers. More specifically, the experience of Oracle described in 

Gwen's activity is class-based in the sense that information fields organize her actions in 

order to turn her labour power into a profitable element of the capitalist labour process. The 

informal organizational sequences of Gwen and co-workers are not only essential for the 

profitable functioning of Oracle and the purchasing department generally, but offer the means 



by which she learns in the course of work despite Oracle. This contradiction is linked to the 

inherent contradictions of capitalist labour process that must, somehow, balance the need to 

cnforce discipline, intensify work and monitor workers with the need to profit from creative 

abilities of workers to problem-solve together. As we sdw, though the idea of Oracle 

suggests the perfect corporate panopticon, this prospect appears to be neither possible nor 

productive for the corporation. 



Chapter 7 
Tool-Mediated Participatory Networks 

Amongst Working-class Computer Learners 

Overwhelmingly in the open-ended interviews of this research when people talked 

about computer learning they focussed on practices that took place outside the classroom. 

Only in certain instances, which we'll examine, did people indicate that they participated in 

institutionalized, course-based learning. When it was mentioned, it was placed at the 

periphery of computer learning interests, efforts and practice. In other words, while 

interviewees may have dabbled in a class or two in the workplace or a course in the local high 

school or college, their computer learning emerged from and was firmly rooted in less 

formalized learning in their everyday practices. As I interviewed people, sorted and analysed 

data and began to understand emergent themes it became clear the degree to which this 

everyday learning activity was not understandable as isolated lessons. Rather, this learning 

was etnbedded in other activity. It was the result of the intersections and overlapping spheres 

of activity of which only moments in an ongoing stream of practice could be seized upon in 

interview discussion directly. My discussion of a working-class technological common-sense 

in Chapter 5 was meant to provide considerable background to our understanding of the 

interrelation of key spheres of activity by outlining a general motive-structure of computer- 

based activity. In this chapter, I argue that we cannot meaningfully understand practices 

separate from these overall motive-structures of activity. 

Leont'ev defines the relationship between action or practice, goals and motives in 

activity as follows: 

Action is that goal-directed process not engendered by the goal alone but by the 
motive of the activity as a whole, which the given action realizes. For example, I go 
to the library. This is an action; like every action it is directed to a determined, 
concrete, direct goal ("to anive at the library"). And this goal in itself engenders my 
action. I go to the library because I am looking for something I need in the study of 
literature. This motive causes me to set myselfthe given goal and to cany out the 
corresponding action. Under other circumstances the same motive might have evoked 
entirely different actions; for instance, I might have gone not to the library but to my 
friend who has the literature I need. How is the direct goal of the action recognized? 
In order that I might recognize it, I must of course realize its relation to the motive of 



the activity. In order to study literature, it is necessary to go to the library. Thus that 
which occupies in activity the structural place of the goal of some kind of personal 
action must necessarily appear to the subject (be reflected by him [sic]) in its relation 
to the motive of his activity, and this means that it must be recognized ... In other 
words, hi order that the perceived content be recognized, it is necessary that it occupy 
the structural place of a direct goal of action in the subject's activity, and thus that it 
appear in a corresponding relation to the motive of this activity .... Thus when we are 
dealing with any activity - for example, learning - very little of what is perceived by 
the subject, and without which the carrying out of activity is impossible, is also 
actually recognized by him. In spite of what is apparent, what is actually recognized 
is only that which enters into the activity as a subject of one or another action that is 
carried out as its direct goal. (Leont'ev, 1978:152-155) 

Shifts in practice, new opportunities for discovery and changing forms of participation are 

what define learning. Here I also argue that these shifts are partially driven by articulating 

spheres of activity, as wcll as, mediation by the computer itself, and that these dimensions of 

activity cannot be understood in isolation from each other. In other words, while practice is 

structured by a broader motive-structure it is also driven by conditions, problems, issues and 

challenges, or local contradictions, posed by the computer-artifact and other conditions of 

practice in the local setting. While I11 talk about the concept of contradiction in terms of 

broader historical and political economic dimensions in Chapter 11, here I focus on the way 

people organize their computer learning in (multiple) local settings. 

Perhaps, the most significant issue for our developing understanding of the 

relationship between social class and computer learning, however, concerns the durable 

patterns and ways that working-class people actively engage in these forms of computer- 

mediated activity. Specitically, we can see that these activities are collective in character. 

People in these interviews described well-defmed, integrated networks of computer learning. 

In describing the practices of working-class computer learners we can begin by reflecting on 

the notion of "rich relations" of learning as described in Lave and Wenger's theory of 

"Situated Learning": 

Rich relations among community members of all sorts, their activities and artifacts ... 
all are implicated in processes of increasing participation and knowledgeability. (Lave 
and Wenger, 1991:84) 

Whiie it is the core argument of the neo-Vygotskian perspective that it is impossible to learn 



without at least the figural presence of social relations (e.g. such as those solidified in a book, 

language, concepts, or other tool-object), amongst interviewees these networks were durable, 

collective social organizations which I suggest may be specific to a working-class standpoint 

and learning habitus. In analysing these learning networks, I suggest that they represent a 

type of, not simply group-based but graup-oriented, activity which I've termed "solidaristic". 

Whiie group membership, shared experiences and language are essential elements of these 

groups, these networks are also communities of difference. I argue that it is the difference 

amongst group members that in fact provide the opportunity for a type of mutual, co-learning. 

Difference is, as Lavc and Wenger (1991) have also argued, a "resource" to be exploited for 

learning rather than a problem to be avoided. 

The overall tendency to emphasize, prefer and to rely on learning in everyday life 

rather than learning that is formally structured is a part of a working-class learning habitus. 

Furthermore, whiie people from all social groups partake in learning in the everyday, the 

relationship between this more informal learning and formally structured learning amongst 

subordinate groups such as the working class is rooted in an oppositional perspective. This 

working-class computer lcarning is defined by practice that begins from a subordinated class 

position which confines creative transformative openings to interstitial spaces beginning fust 

in school, through the con~bination of discipline and class-cultural bias working-class people 

experience, and later in the regulation of the workplace even in working people's relative 

subordination in consumer markets. This mode of collective action is a response to the 

ob.jective fact that the vast majority of working-people must actively rely on each other, 

whether formally (e.g. labour unions) or informally (e.g. buddy-systems in the workplace, 

family supports, learning networks such as I describe here) if they are to realize any 

signficant elements of control in their lives. 

Of course, summarizing the rnkior themes pales in comp'arison to the living 

complexity, structure and agency, and simultaneity of concrete life. So as a way of providing 

a grounded introduction to many of the central themes of the chapter, we can consider the 
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case of one 53 year old chemical worker I'll call "Jackie".' In her learning life-history we 

fmd out that Jackie is a worker, wife, mother, grandmother, musician and participant in 

separate communities of relationships ranging from her local union to her local bar. These 

are spheres of activity that overlap to provide a rich texture to her learning life, with difFerent 

activities running, like separate threads of a densely woven fabric, simultaneously through 

her life. She has, in fact, worked in factories, fust at a steel mill and now a chemical plant, 

for virtually all her adult life. In Jackie's set of interviews we also fmd out that her daughters 

are viewed as particularly important to both her and her partner's computer learning. Jackie 

talks about how she would like to use the computer to obtain and store her music for 

example, but it is her working-life and family-life, in particular, which overlap in terms of 

computer learning practices where we most clearly see the interests and the broader purposes 

that shape the overall activity. One of Jackie's daughters graduated high school and has 

worked ever since at a bank, while the other daughter, after working a series of part-time and 

short-term secretarial jobs, has actually begun working in the office at the chemical plant. 

These jobs have provided both daughters considerable work-based computer experience. 

Both daughters live nearby and visit frequently. Jackie cherishes the time she can spend with 

her grandchildren for example, but these visits also provide, as she tells us, for countless 

opportunities for discussion of one of her most serious lear?ing interests, namely computers. 

Interwoven with family get-togethers, often the whole group is engaged in computer learning 

and discussion of computers on an ongoing basis. 

Similar to the fmdings discussed in Chapter 5, everyone in the family takes computer 

learning very seriously. According to Jackie, they all feel that it is vitally important for their 

working lives as a primary means to develop some job security, open up opportunity for 

advancement, as well as to understand what they see as important changes in their 

workplaces. While this begins to provide important information on the overall motive- 

structure of working-class computer learning as emerging from and concerned about paid 

work relations, below Jackie also provides us with a description of how she prefers to leam - 

'see earlier quotations from R12, for example, those found in section 4.1 of Chapter 4 for further context 
to important elements of "Jackie's" life. 



actively, hands-on, and amongst family members. It is an active, participative learning 

process within which she can carry out her own practice in the presence of her daughter, who 

if Jackie had her way would be participating along side her in a type of parallel co-learning 

arrangement that is somewhat different from a traditional pedagogical model. Sorting out the 

vision of ideal learning relations that Jackie describes is made somewhat more difficult by the 

language itself. Jackie, for example, struggles with the use of the term "mysew - clearly 

there is a self-consciousness involved in the learning but we cannot make meaning out of the 

learning if limited to the activities of the individual. "Hands-on" is also an important 

dimensions of many of the descriptions of working-class learning in this research. It suggests 

a type of practical-critical engagement that is part of attempts to background overtly 

"intellectual" content (which is nonetheless present). My suggestion in this research is that 

these elements and themes are all part of practices which un-self-consciously help sustain the 

type of "interstitial" and "solidarktic" networks that working people rely on most. 

I used the computer a lot at the steel mill when I was working in stores ... So the kids 
wanted to know what I wanted foi Christmas one year, so the kids bought it for me [a 
computer]. So I worked at it a little bit and [my daughter] had this Wordperfect on it. 
And she's got the booklet and she showed me how to do it because she knows how to 
do it. [My partner] has to do it on his job too, and he has things to do at home too so 
he said 'We've got to sit down and we've got to learn how to do it, more often than 
what we do' ... What I would really like to have is two computers where I'm doing this 
one and she's doing that one and I could actually learn. 
That would be ideal wouldn't it. 
It would be, or else I'm going to have to sit down and she's got the book and she'll say 
do this and that, and I could learn from that point of view as long as I'm doin' it 
myself. If she shows me what to do, what she's DONE, I haven't learned anything. 
All I've done is watched her. I need to do it myself. That's how I like learning, by 
doing it myself. I think you can learn a lot better and learn a lot faster by doing it 
yourself, rather than have somebody showing you all the time and not being 
physically able to get involved and do it. 
I think it actually helps your memory a lot more. 
I think it does, that's what I'm saying. It helps you to remember things a lot more by 
actually doing it than watching somebody else do it all the time and trying to 
remember it. You can probably learn the stuff in half the time if you do it yourse lf... 
So learning by observing and then doing. 
Yeah, and doing it as you go a long. But a lot of the times when I'm learning 
something, they'll show you what to do, and I'll say 'do you mind if1 do it because I 
learn faster by doing it myself and I prefer to do it rather than watch.. (R12) 



Below I'll present more elaborate excerpts, but this strip of talk is meant to simply introduce, 

in a grounded way, several key themes that we will return to in greater depth. Jackie 

remarks, "We've got to sit down and we've got to learn how to do it, more often than what we 

do." Again, this sense of urgency that positions her family's computer-based practice points 

to the type of contexts outlined in Chapter 5. Jackie's insistence on the "we" in her approach 

to learning is also notable. Despite comments on computer operations in her work and needs 

that arise there, practices that she t h i s  of as learning are clearly rooted in collective 

relations, in this example, around the home. At the same timc, learning is an active social 

process, and Jackie tries to describe how she opposes simply being passively fed infomation, 

watching others, or even reading iuformation in a book. As Lave and Wenger describe in 

their theory of learning, "there is very little observable teachig, the more basic phenomenon 

is learning." (Lave and Wenger, 1991:92). Indeed, Jackie tries to describe a type of ideal 

participatory computer learning with her daughter that serves a double purpose in the sense 

that it meets important economic needs but which is also part of enjoying her family life. The 

computer learning that people in this research undertake is not fully understandable if 

separated from family relations, work relations, and community relations of various kinds. In 

specilic contexts such as Jackie's, relations in each sphere play a role in the meaning and 

structure of the computer learniug practices that fellow mosicians, co-workers, friends and 

family undertake which overlap and inform one another over time. 

7.1 Tool-Mediated Practice 

Before entering into discussions of the complexity of working-class computer 

network formation and development, it is important that I outline the character of the more 

basic tool-mediated practices that people described. I refer to the notion of narrowly 

construed contradictions that posed problems and challenges in terms of the immediate 

conditions of computer lcarning. The in-depth micro-analysis provided in part one of 

Chapter 6, in fact, was an example of these types of computer-based contradictions of the 

immediate conditions of interactive practice. At the same time, while important, the social 

context of the case study in Chapter 6 tells us little about the type of working-class computer 

learning in the everyday we wish to focus on in this chapter. For everyday learning in less 



formal learning settings, established relations with an existing social group or network are 

very important. These social connections are an example of what Lave and Wenger (1991) 

call "peripheral" participation. Indeed, participation with a group helped establish interests in 

specific content and goals. It is the unique challenges of establishing meaningful 

periphcrality for subordinate groups that leads to the unique habitus and forms of practice. In 

the case of working-class computer learning networks these groups also drew on their shared 

common sense about the relevancy of computer learning topics. 

One of the most intcresting features of the excerpt below is how it is so difficult to 

"learn" without some kind of social network. It is the absence of these social relations that, 

as absurd as it sounds, cxplains this interviewee's description of how not krzowing is a barrier 

to learning. Indeed, the " 1-800" number below is so important to this person because it 

establishes a basic Sorm of peripherality or social relations from which to begin. The 1-800 

help line is, of course, 'purchased' peripherality which involves a significant set of relations 

which play a structuring role in activity. More importantly for this specific section however 

is how we can see that problems encountered in the course of using the computer play a role 

in pushing the learner's computer-mediated practice towards new skill and knowledge, as 

well as specific forms of participation with others. 

R: ... and I originally bought a clonc and thought that I could just bring home and install 
it and have everything up and running and it wouldn't be any problem. Well one of 
the problems because, well I basically knew nothing, I thought I knew something but I 
basically knew nothing and fact was I got the computer home and one thing was there 
wasn't an "Intel chip" inside. So it wasn't compatible with half of the software I had. 
Well it would be compatible if you knew how to configure it all, you'd have to do 
some work with your autoexecbat, your configsys files and stuff. I mean it was way 
above and beyond me, I had no idea of what the salesman was talking about. I took 
the computer back to the store and he was telling me Well you gotta do this you gotta 
do this.' I just said forget it this is not my cup of tea. This wasn't what I was in here 
for, so I bought the "Compaq". I bought the Compaq and with the Compaq came the 
1-800 help line, so now you had computer that when you brought it home all I did was 
plugged it in, turned it on. It was self-loaded. You didn't even have to load a diskette 
and after about 2 hours you were online. Now that was great. There was no real 
problems from the start but my two boys were on it a lot and we started running into 
problem, deleted programs, mainly deleted programs, and system would fail a few 
times. Also had someproblems with the fax-modem a few times, the phone and 
different things came up and prc:)ahly within the fust few months I phoned that 1-800 



help line and from that I started to learn DOS .... 
I: Okay, starting say tomorrow, if you wanted to learn more about, say if all of a sudden 

you developed an interest in the Internet or whatever how might you go about learning 
more about it? 

R: Well, hmm, lets put it this way, I don't want to use the Internet as an example 
because, instcad let's say it was like this Excel, okay? I usually, the way I go about 
things is I try them and if I have the interest then, but it's fairly new to me too, like 
basically, I just got the computer and I've got used to the computer now you're talking 
about adding software that I don't know about, so that's a little bit new. I haven't 
really done too much of that, Excel is my only experience with that and I usuallyjust 
dabble in it myself. But, the best example I could have for you is when I fust bought 
the computer, we wcnt on the Compuserve ... I was very disappointed in it, so in other 
words I went in and I tried it and What do I havc here? What's the big deal?' Now I 
kiow Compuserve is are on the Internet, so it's different, but at the lime I was 
disappointed. (R16) 

Focussing on this interviewee's discussion of the Internet we see that the broader relevance of 

specific goal-directed learning must be established for learning to proceed. Things that are "a 

little bit new" are not necessarily seen as relevant. When the interviewee says "Now I know", 

we can ask ourselves how, exactly, the topic came to be "different" in this way? Relevance is 

accomplished as we'll see bclow by engagement with stable collective networks that emerge 

from already existing relationships in various spheres of activity. Systems of relevance, 

however, are class differentiated. For working-class computer learners in this research, 

computer learning is inextricably linked with overlapping activity systems experienced from 

a specific standpoint. Specific forms of participation provide the relevance for specific 

conscious, goal-directed learning. The numerous "problems" that arise are a function of 

intersecting spheres of activity (e.g. computer learning activity and family life with hi "two 

boys"). Furthermore, relations between these overlapping spheres of activity are not typically 

subject to discretionary organization, efficient arrangement and scheduling that is easily 

controlled by the working-class learner. This is because in virtually every sphere of activity 

other than the home, participation is regulated by interests other than their own. People's 

participation must accommodate these other interests, work around them, find spaces within 

them and so on. 

The interviewee above also says he doesn't think the "Internet" provides a good 



example of how he would go about learning sonrething new because he hasn't yet completed 

this learning. This supports the important claim that learning is a moment-by-moment 

accomplishment that when discussed in concrete specific wways, particularly outside of 

institutionalized relations of learning, is a constantly negotiated, rather than a rationally pre- 

planned, process of social participation. Once in contact with the appropriale source of 

information or experience, information processing, individual internalization and learning 

transfer is unproblematic. Whie problems with the artifacts themselves also drive shifting 

participation as changing conditions of goal-directed practice - learning, as we see in these 

and other data, includes the entire class differentiated processes that produce these patterns of 

contact. 

Examples of similar types of home-based learning are common in the interview data. 

Overlapping spheres of activity are also talked about in this brief example. We see how 

problems with the artifact itself produce opportunities to learn. Here we see the computer 

activity of an auto worker and hi high school aged son whose time together also doubles, as 

seen with Jackie and her daughters in the introduction, as a Family interrelation. They learn 

collectively in ways similar to the pair of computer learners in part one of Chapter 6, building 

knowledge cooperatively, together. 

R: He [his son] learnt it on his own, a lot of it. I'm surprised the stuff that he can do, you 
know. I showed him a bit of things, and both together, we solved a lot of problems 
together. So we sit beside each other and/ 

I: That sounds like kind of nice activity, actually. 
R: Yeah. It is nice. Like that e-mail thing problem I was telling you about, you know, 

we're both sitting there and we're shakin' our heads, you know. (R5) 

Tool-mediation in these activities poses a set of problems, a type of contradiction at the level 

of the learning conditions, that pulls learners into changing forms of practice and 

participation. The relevance of the specific forms of tool-mediation (e.g. the Internet ore-  

mail software themselves), as one of the conditions of this activity, is predicated by the 

conscious goal, but this goal is also partially established in the situation itself through the 

participants social interaction with each other. 

These types of learning relations are not limited to the family. Take for example 



another common computer learning activity that, in fact, does not involve a home-computer. 

It is the type of peripheral activity that interviewees typically inserted into their descriptions 

of how and where they carried out their computer learning. It emphasizes that computer 

learning is often a part of broader, everyday community relations. 

I'm pretty good mechanically, the only thing that's starting to c o n h e  me a little bit is 
these new cars with the computer in them. I've been having a little trouble with this 
one [truck] but between me and the guy next door we been, he's sort of a mechanic 
too. .. (R17a) 

This is a type of tool-mediated contradiction that arises as a condition of truck-maintenance 

in the context of neighbourhood life. The specilic computer-based problem again helps pull 

the interaction along. A type of computer-mediated learning occurs that is incidental to the 

primary frame of activity which may be related to community life. 

Many interviewees described similar scenes of computer-learning taking place within 

broad community relationships. In these descriptions we can begin to visualize the kind of 

community patterns of working-class life (where basic material stability still exists) described 

by Raymond Williams. These patterns provide a basis for participation that is generalized 

across learning practices, particularly where the lives of working people are more stable, 

organized and secure. 

There is a distinct working-class way of life, which I for one value - not only because 
I was bred in it, for I now, in certain respects, live differently. I think this way of life, 
with its emphasizes of neighbourhood, mutual obligation, and common betterment, as 
expressed in the great working-class political and industrial institutions, is in fact the 
best basis for any future [society] ... A dying culture, and ignorant masses, are not 
what I have known and see. (Williams, 1993:93 in McIlroy and Westwood) 

Working-class computer learning as I've tried to introduce thus far is the product of 

articulating spheres of activity that co-exist and interrelate with one another. At the same 

time, I've begun to argue that the shape of this learning has a specific character rooted in 

elements of mutuality and collective, group-orientations within developed and more or less 

stable working-class communities, though it is certainly true that this stability is under 

continual attack by trans-national capital and global restructuring. This level of group- 

oriented mutuality is demonstrated throughout the diverse, interspersed practices that 



interviewees described. Comments about interrelations with neighbours, co-workers and so 

on peppered the ongoing talk about people's overall experiences with computers. Describing 

his relations with novice computer learners from hiis workplace in a way that was typical in 

this research, this auto worker tells us, 

I had people coming in, wanting to have a look at it, eh? Like a couple of guys 
wanted to come over. They say, 'Well I was t h i i g  about buyin one', I says, 'Instead 
of buying it, just come over!' (R5) 

7.2 Solidarktic Networks of Computer Learning 

As I discussed in the introduction, the systems of computer learning that were 

apparent in these interviews could be described as something more than simply social 

relational processes of learning. These activity systems were based in non-institutionalized 

learning and demonstrated a type of group-oriented perspective that I call solidaristic. I 

concluded the preceding section with a comment from Raymond Williams and added a fmal 

brief quotation (R5) that scemed to apply the basic ideas of mutual obligation and shared 

interests to the practices of computer learning specifically. One of the basic correlates of 

these types of mutualistic relationships is the notion of group sacrifice. An orientation to the 

collective, rather than strictly the individual, good. Earlier in one excerpt a worker suggested 

:hat buying a computer can be difficult without some sort of informational support, and, in 

fact, the speed at which the consumer market in home computers changes is another example 

of how the artifact itself can seem to drive shifts in knowledge and practice. As these 

working-class computer learners tend to rely on their own networks of friends, co-workers 

and neighbours, it inevitably means learning from mistakes and also that at least one member 

of the group must make them. 

R: You need to do your homework before you even go into a "Future Shop", or a 
"Brick, or something, because they will try to sell you everything. The salesmen will 
try to sell you something that's either outdated or whatever, or something's that really 
low end, okay? L i e  I went in knowing what I want because I read about it, I talked 
to guys about it, and everything. Joe had bought hi machine, my buddy there Joe, he 
had bought his machine just before I did, so he let me know an awful lot about it, see? 
So that way, when I went to Future Shop, if they're trying to tell me, you know, "Well, 
you should get this." No, no. Because I know this. You know what I mean? Yeah. 
And I think anybody goes in there blind, you're gonna get taken. 



I: You're gonna have to upgrade in a little while. And that's happened, especially the 
fust guy in the group? 

R: The fust guy in the group is usually gonna have to change. He's gonna have to be 
taken, so that everybody else can be okay (laughter). Basically, he's a sacrifice. (R5) 

When learners think in group-oriented ways, knowledge and experiences are collectivized 

more readily. This excerpt represents a level of group-oriented activity that, while not always 

working out for a specific individuals at any one time, does tend to serve the group well. The 

opportunity to compensate group members fairly in these circumstances through shnring of 

resources, equipment, software and information, however, seems to make these risks for 

individual members worthwhile. 

Now I want to expand the discussion of working-class networks of computer learning 

by focussing with some depth on an auto worker that spoke concretely, at some length about 

how he and his co-learners carry out their computer learning. This auto worker (R16), who 

I'll call 'Steve", is 36 years old and, like many of the industrial workers I interviewed, has 

become a computer enthusiast in recent years. Steve is mamed and has two young boys who 

use the computer frequently. After completing his highschool diploma, Steve went to work 

at a large auto assembly plant and has worked there for 17 years. He has changed jobs within 

the plant a number of times. Indeed, this process of shuffling from job to job was part of the 

motivation for his interest in computers in the fust place. His interest in computers also 

seems to reflect a fairly developed working-class "technological common-sense" as discussed 

previously in Chapter 5. I visited Steve at his home in the late afternoon just after his two 

boys had returned from school yet before his wife, herself studying at the local college in 

order to re-train (in computers), had arrived. We sat down at his kitchen table for our 

interview with the kids running in and out for food while playing games on the computer that 

was set up in the next room. The interview itself was an active demonstration of how 

computer activity, family care (and now research participation) ran together with Steve 

answering questions from me and hi kids about the computer. 

After discussing Steve's general experiences in terms of learning and education, I 

asked him about his computer practices. At the beginning of the excerpt he describes the 

types of problems with the computer itself which I discussed in previous section, that 
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produced the conditions that required ongoing computer learning but were not necessarily 

part of the broader purpose or structure of the activity. The highlighted portions below focus 

on the constant interplay between talking and trying, and emphasize the development of 

learning as an ongoing process of collective discovery. This social participation itself 

produces what is, in fact, to be learned. Expert practice in this description is a moving target 

that no single member of the group or network of learners that Steve is involved with 

'possesses' alone. The practices and modes of participation shift within a spiral set of 

relationships that proceeds through talking and trying, trying and then returning to talk some 

more. There is a palpable intensity to his engagement in this computer practice that seems to 

come through even in the written text. It is a level of excitement that is difficult to fathom 

were we not to have explored the roots of the working-class technological common sense. 

There is also a type of dialectic of self and group-orientation that emerges. Throughout, 

however, there is a type of interactive dependence on group membership. 

What are some of the resources you draw on? You have a 1-800 number you draw on 
but you haven't drawn on that too much? 
Basically in the fust 2 months I drew on it, but they weren't even actually my own 
problems, a lot of cases, it was, I had fax problems so I was dealing with them a lot 
with that, that was part of the machine. 
So it really died down after a couple of months. 
After my fax problems, in fact they ended up coming out with a whole brand new fax 
program. 
Okay, what are some of the other ways you solve problems, I mean other than just by 
yourself, thinking it out, do you talk to people? 
Co-workers. Co-workers give you ideas but they give ideas but you come home and 
try, but you still have to answer those questions that they don't tell you and you think, 
'Ah geeze what am I going to do here, what am I going to do here?' Basically, like for 
instance I have a problem right now, when I re-loaded everything, my MS-Backup in 
windows isn't working but my MS-Backup in DOS is working. Okay so it comes up 
and its telling me in the system, in e-file, I'm missing one line. Device equals MS- 
DOS path, it doesn't matter. But it's just one path that's missing, so I got in the system 
in e-file and I put the line in that I felt it was looking for and then windows wouldn't 
even start up. So, that's how I learn. I just try, I go in I try and do what they say and 
it didn't work so I had to back into the system and take the line out and I was able to 
go back into windows, but in this case I haven't futed the problem, so tonight I try 
and, I'll do it again, I'll try, like I think its maybe the, when it comes to a path or 
something like that your just guessing right you try different paths to see if they work 
but if1 can't do it after an hour, I'll just phone 1-800 help because that's a software 



problem I feel. 
I: Yeah, like there is a user-friendly thing that should be involved in what they sell. Do 

some of these co-workers have anybody like an expert? 
R: Guys who we talk to at work we're all the same. We're all the same guys who took 

the DOS level 1 and 2. Guys have different interests though, one guy is real big on 
the Internet, one guy is real big on reading, he reads everything possible about 
computers, so you got a mixture of guys there. Guys who'll try anything. (R16) 

The statement that "we're all the same" with "dikferent interests" points toward the 

importance of differences within the group that I mentioned earlier. His practices alone are 

not only social in terms of the social relations inherent in the computer artifact itself, but 

cannot be fully understood in isolation from a process in which he talks to co-workers and 

tries out the advice given (as they in turn do the same thing). 

Steve goes on to outline more features of this participatory network. Below we get a 

clearer picture of the skills and knowledge that interviewees like Steve value, but most 

importantly we see a type of fluid, open-access to a durable network of relationships. This is 

a core feature of the learning practice described by many interviewees. We also see that this 

network emerged from and is rooted in patterns that characterize the strongly collective, 

unionized shopfloor culture at his workplace. 

I: Do you have any general observations about how you learn the computer, like do you 
favour one kind of way of solving problems, just in a general? 

R: Myself, if I was to talk from the way the group is, myself I'm rough: I go in, I go deep; 
I get myself into trouble a lot; I cause a lot of problems, but I don't mind it I like 
trying to l ix it. I like trying to fool with the DOS programs or the batch files or the 
autoexecbat or all that stuff. That doesn't bother me, but it has caused a lot of 
problems too so, but I don't mind doing it. There's another guy at work, if you were to 
interview him, he reads and reads and reads everything before he'll do one thing, and 
even after as a group we talk about what just happened, he would be very leery of 
trying anything or doing it, like when we installed the autoexecbat that'd give you 
either games or normal, basically he was using a boot disk, well we said it's the same 
thing as a boot disk but we had to convince him and he had to go home and read 
about it. You know it's one of those things where he eventually did it but it took him 
6 times as long as everyone else. Then we have other guys who, they won't do 
anything unless they've talked to some computer genius. You know they'll go out and 
find someone who's a real computer genius. 

I: Like a buddy or/ 
R: Usually there's someone at work who really knows his stuff and they'll go and say 

well this is what we plan on doing what do you think? And they'll get the idea. 



There's a couple of us who are willing to go muck around and but it's cost us a few 
times. (R16) 

There is a significant degree to which the line between individual and collective dimensions 

of activity are blurred in the ongoing process of participation. This is what I referred to as a 

selflgroup dialectic. Differences amongst group members such as preferences for doing one's 

learning through "reading" (which was relatively unique amongst interviewees2) or the need 

to consult someone outside the group who was considered a "computer genius" are both 

framed in the context of group activity marked by such phrases as "we had to convince ..." or 

"we plan on...". Notably, the "computer genius" is talked about as a resource rather than a 

guide or leader (who would take on greater control over what was done and how); a resource 

only selectively used; and, a resource used in the context of the established network. 

7.3 Differences as Resources in Learning and the Construction of Peripherality in 
Computer Learning Networks 

In the focussed look at one set of auto workers' activities we saw an interplay 

between similarities and differences, and the importance of the group for establishing 

peripherality and even getting started with one's computer learning in the first place. The 

similarities amongst group members seemed to refer to a general interest in computers and 

technology connected to many of the issues of class standpoint and common scnse discussed 

in Chapter 5. The workplace, in this context, is pivotal. The differences were rooted in more 

specific interests including software, hardware, and uses such as the Internet. This mixture of 

similarity and difference in expertise and interests composes what Lave and Wenger refer to 

as "resources" of a community of practice (1991:117). It is a dimension of learning that 

traditional forms of pedagogy and schooling largely treat as a threat to the curricular process, 

accountabiity and evaluation within credential production. In this section we examine 

another interviewee with some depth. "James", 44 years old, works in an auto parts factory. 

Like Steve, James was also involved in a kind of computer learning network that was 

 his is not to say that interviews necessarily had low reading abilities (which was not investigated), but 
rather Uiat, as many people said, U~ey did not prefer to learn this way. Exceptions to this will be noted later on as 
well in the context of differences as group resources in working-class computer learning. 



connected to his workplace. At his home, the downstairs is littered with spare computers, 

sets of disks, and spare computer parts. He describes the same type of solidaristic learning 

network, that we saw abovc with Steve. In the following series of extended excerpts James 

outlines how differences function in these learning networks as people experience life 

changes, 'network' with others, and, in general, experience the unexpected effects of 

ovedapping spheres of activity. Perhaps more than in the example of Steve however, we see 

how computcr learning from a working-class standpoint seems to opemte in the "interstitial" 

spaces of the workplace and even, in a sense, the consumer market as members of the 

network circulate copied software, exchange hardware, help with system configurations and 

do repairs for each other cooperatively. In terms of our discussion of differences within the 

group, we see that it is uscd as a resource for .all members, and that the mistakes of members 

are especially important experiences made available to others. I interviewed James together 

with his wife "Lisa" (R2 in excerpt below). We pick up Fame's talk just  after I've shared my 

own computer problems and inquired into how he became recognized as something of a 

computer expert in hi workplace. 

Like one of the othcr guys I work with, Gcrry ... 'Well,' he says, 'I'm looking to buy a 
new one. What should I buy?' 
So he came to you? 
Yeah. And like all these guys at work. Well, I bought a computer and I say, 'If you 
ever buy a computer, come to me before you buy one.' Because here I am, I got a unit 
that's not expandable. 
And we learned too, like/ 
So I learned right off the bat what to and what not to buy. Because here I am, I want 
to put a 486 card in. Not available. I can only go 16 megs of RAM because one's on 
the motherboard permanent, and one's in a clip ... I had my ex-wife's computer a 
couple of days [trying to fur it], and then I end up I couldn't straighten it out, so I took 
it to Gerry, and he straightened it out. So he fxed it all up. 
But he kind of learned from you, though I thought? 
Yeah. 
But he went by because you were saying he started after, but you'd be going to him 
about stuff after while too. 
Yeah. 
Like he started to learn. 
Within six months to a year. But, see, he's a reader. 
He's teaching himself. 
Yeah. 



He's a reader. He loves to read. I don't like to read. 
Oh. So he has that as an extra resource? 
L i e  the manuals and that to learn. 
Okay. 
See, that's the difference in a lot of people, some read and some don't. I'm not a 
reader ... 
So this Gerry guy has taken to some of these books, like he kind of looks through 
them? 
Oh, he's passed me like a hundred miles an hour because I'll go in here and I'll go to 
work and I'll say, 'Gerry, I couldn't get this to run.' 'Alright. Well, you gotta go in and 
you gotta do this and this and this and change your config sys file so that this'll run, 
okay? Or else, you gotta. Oh here! Here's a boot disk'. Like we go through all this 
stuff together at work. I've got disks in my locker and so does he. And then there's 
Ross. 
Ross? 
He's self-taught, too. And his is like a computer that started out like yours. 
Yeah? 
His brother got h i  a panel and the next thing you know he's got three hard drives in 
it and1 
Oh. So he's really/ 
It's all, but it's a 40 meg hard drive stacked and then the other one isn't stacked and 
another one's only for games and it's all just bits and pieces that they've put together 
over the years. He's totally self-taught. He bought a IBM. It's IBM-clone or 
something like that ... Here he is, he's sittid here and he's got nothing to do. He's 
bored. He sittid -- he lives alone, eh?. So he buys another one. But he didn't just buy 
a whole computer. He went and well, gotta have a board first. Then he bought a box. 
And then he bought a sound card, and he built it all himself with no computer 
knowledge before at all. 
And would he be over here a lot kind of just askid stuff? 
He did a lot of the, like, the programming and that, he got a lot of it from me, and he 
got a lot of it from guys where he works. But then, there's like 25 guys that he works 
with that are all into computers, too. So they say, 'Go buy this one here or take a look 
at this one heret, And then, 'Come on over to my place tonight and look at this and 
look at that'. And so on. He started right from scratch and did everything right up to 
the total program of everything worked perfectly. (R4alb) 

James outlines how hi work relations overlap with his home computer learning, and that 

with the additional contact with a neighbour he is actually benefiting from learning networks 

at a different workplace altogether. As in other excerpts, the dialectic of sewgroup is at play 

in this account as well. James makes claims about self-taught learning that, he explains, must 

still be understood as a mix of individual practices in the context of contact with a supportive 



and durable learning network. Exchange of hardware repairs, peripheral involvement with 

the neighbour (also an industrial worker) who builds his own computer is also part of the 

mutual learning and exchange process. James also outlines how ebbs and flows in people's 

lives play a role" the group's learning and how 'teacher' and 'learner' (as with James and his 

co-worker Gerry) often switch roles. Both in the above excerpt and the ones that follow, 

James outlines how differences in expertise, interests and material resources such as 'free- 

time'4 within the network help drive changing knowledgihiity and James's mode of 

participation with others. In the most basic terms, James moves from novice to expert, yet 

this is a living set of relationships: the ebb and flow of complex intersections of activities, 

different learning methods (e.g. reading versus trial and error) can sometimes reverse these 

roles. Thus what Lave and Wenger refer to as a "centripetal" force (1991:122) of changing 

participation and passage from newcomer to old-tinlet is not linear or absolute, particularly 

when the field of "mature practice" itself is perpetually changing. After passing me a 

package of neatly tied disks (which he had ready for another learning network member) to 

use myself and share with others, James went on to comment: 

They want a thousand bucks for a program? No way. 
Yeah? 
Okay. If they want to sell that program, bring the price down and sell a million of 
them. 
If it's gonna be up so high, yeah. 
You know. See, because there are companies out here, they throw this old stuff out ... 
So you just keep your ears open and everybody else keeps ears open, pass things 
around, copy, work things out? 
Yeah. 
A network. Is it a fairly small group of people? 
It's monstrous. 
And it's all kind of between people, and somebody else would have some buddies1 
Alright, here's an example, okay, since I bought computer, I got a lot of help from 
Robert. So you start at the top of the tree. Robert got me into it, alright? Then 
Kevin's got one. Alright. Well, Kevin's illiterate, alright? But he bought a computer 
anyways, so that his wife and kids could use it. So Kevin. Then Gerry, okay? And 

an be neighbour whose family has left him and who now lives alone has extra time on his hands. 

'~ndeed, as we'll see in Chapter 10, Ihe notion of 'free-time' expresses the intersection of a wholerange 
of social and material resources that not all segmenls society or even of the working-class have equal access to. 



Chuck. It's all at the same time. And then, who else? Ross, alright? So there's five ... 
Well, they've all spurred one or two. Leta say, Gerry says, 'Well, my brother was 
gonna look for a computer'. Well [we help him out]. They're Internet surfing all the 
time eh? And they're into this stuff and they're on the modems every day, and they're 
gettin' all the Bulletin Boards and that. 

I: So it just grows and everybody probably will have a buddy in the next couple of years 
that's gonna want something? 

R: That's right. Like now, Paul around the corner, he's got one and that. So there's 
another one there. 
@4a) 

The working-class computer learning network that James describes is expansive, and 

provides a signscant forum for the interconnection of different specific computer-mediated 

activity systems. As a basic Vygotskian observation, we can see that the inter-connections 

between people actually drive the learning that people do. 

In looking back into how he got started, James recalls that he drew on a friend at the 

factory. This excerpt begins with James's description of overcoming an initial fear of 

technology. He then describes how he and his friend learned about computers using the 

telephone. 

Other people were afraid to try it. But after awhile with the computer, I wasn't afraid 
to do nothid on it, because I knew damn well there's my own personal expert out 
there that can help me fvc it. 
And the expert was your buddy, right? 
Yeah. Robert, yeah. 
Now if you didn't have a buddy like that, you t h i i  you would have been/ 
Maybe not. Rliaybe not as/ 
As bold? 
As, yeah, ils bold. Yeah ... It takes balls, because you're gettin'in there and you go, 
'Geez. Should I do that? And so I would say, 'Hey, Robert, am I doin' this right? And 
go for it, yeah. 'Alrighty!', and then, he'd just hang up, eh? He didn't even say good 
bye or- nothing. He'd just hang up and that, because he knew damn well I'd be phonin' 
him back again, you know? 
That's right. 
(laughter) 
Save you a bit on the phone bill whatever he could. 
Yeah. Yeah. (R4a) 

Interestingly, James directs our attention to the type of "suspensions" of interaction that were 

discussed at length in the micro-analysis provided in part one of Chapter 6. While not all 



activity needs to be self-consciously understood as or keyed as "learning" for shifts in 

participation to occur, when activity is keyed us learning different interactional rules would 

seem to apply.5 As we saw in Chapter 6, keying an activity as "learning" can &er the mode 

of participation in significant ways. That a person needn't "say good bye or nothing", for 

example, signals that a frame of activity has been keyed in a relatively specific way. James 

also describes the role of stable networks of relationships in the production of what Lave and 

Wenger (199 1) refer to as "legitimate ptripherality". It is only by access to a group or 

existing sets of stable relationships that, according to interviewees like James, crrors and 

potentially costly mistakes that render equipment unusable, can be made part of a correctable 

practice. This peripherality is thus achieved socially but has important material effects for 

the working-class computcr learner. 

. t  the same time, productive peripherality requires less demands on time, effort, and 
responsibility for work than for full participants. A newcomer's tasks are short and 
simple, the costs of errors are small, the apprentice has little responsibility for the 
activity as a whole. A newcomer's tasks tend to be positioned at the ends of hranches 
of work processes, rather than in the middle of linked segments. (Lave and Wenger, 
1991:llO) 

Whilc Lave and Wenger's discussion refers to apprenticeship programs, their insights are 

helpful here. For James, peripherality as a learner is produced from individual friendships 

and the ability to sustain solidaristic networks amongst a conglomerate of neighbours, friends 

and co-workers. 

7.4 Goal ,Direction and Motive-Structure of Computer-Based Activity 

In Chapter 4 as well as in the opening quotation of this chapter from Leont'ev (1978), 

we discover a basic apparatus for making visible the way that people's learning must be 

understood in a broad social relational way. But more than simply calling attention to how 

so-called 'social factors' affect learning (as educational theorists have done for decades) neo- 

Vygotskian analysis suggested that unconscious, conscious and broadly contextualized 

practice should all be considered within a single unit of analysis. Leont'ev's concept of 

'since most social interaction people engage in is tacitly accomplished, we can say that most forms of 
shifting participation and hence learning are likewise tacit in nature. 



activity suggests the importance of understanding an interplay between conscious and less 

conscious or tacit dimensions of activity. Goal-directed actions are conscious whereas 

operations and motives arc less so. Yet, the explanation provided by Leont'ev is a highly 

structural one where we are asked to assume many of the social processes involved as people 

actually manage each of the different dimensions of activity in the complexity of the real 

world. In looking at how computer learning and social class are produced together, the data 

above confumcd the relevance of a basic type of neo-Vygotskian perspective, while also 

suggesting several complicating features that may require this basic analysis to continue to 

expand (as it has done over the years). One of these complicating features concerns the issue 

of intersecting spheres of activity. 

To talk once more about overlapping activities, we can see how the issue emerges by 

looking at some brief comments by an auto parts worker I'll call "Sean". He has not yet 

undertaken much in the way of conscious, goal-directed computer learning, but like others he 

shows an underlying perspective towards technology that emerges from his work 'and his 

concern for his son's's future ability to get ajob. Sean t e h  me that at 40 years old he has 

spent half his life working in the factory and he is clcarly concerned about hi abilities to get 

another job should he be laid off or ever need lo move to a job on the shopfloor that requires 

extensive computer use. As Sean discusses computers at his workplace and the need for 

computer skills for the labour market, there is a mix of concern and a kind of glum 

acceptance. At other times, he seems excited about the possibilities of new technology. 

More importantly for this section, however, we see the character of peripheral participation 

which is punctuated by unplanned moments of learning that were not recognized a s  

"learning" at the time they occurred. The coherence that Sean's account provides for these 

otherwise dispersed instances is not merely useful for discussing them in the interview setting 

however, it is a technique that seems to be applied to actual computer-based practice as well, 

and seems especially important to people as they attempt to draw on experiences broken up 

amongst a variety of settings as we've seen with working-class computer learners. The 

relevance of these concerns becomes apparent as we examine the sketch Sean provides of the 

way he would proceed to learn about computers provided below. It is premised on the 



articulation of multiple networks of relationships rooted in other goal-directed activities 

altogether. 

Do you get any information from TV or/ 
Yeah, actually a rudio program on the e-line or what do they call it, e-mail and all 
that stuff, all through your computer now, how you go about it and you sort of when 
you driving along oh yeah well I'll write that down, that's how I pick up. 
So if you happen to hear something on, you'll sort of perk your ears up? 
Even the television has that, I'll be flicking through, especially when that new system 
came out "Widows", 1 was taping it off the television and it was like 'Oh Geeze! I 
didn't realize computers could do that. That would be really neat.' They all offer 
learning programs on television and TV Ontario ... [But] it's something that probably 
in the next two years I'll get somethig depending how far my little boy is into it, 
because and I think the wife has a little bit of knowledge about it so, because she ha3 
to work a little bit with computers because she's in banking. And we'll probably use 
friends, because we have close friends who have just gotten into it so. 
So how will you use friends? 
Well they'll come over and give us an idea on how to use it and I would think that one 
of us would eventually maybe take some k i d  of little course to learn how to run the 
thing. Because I have no knowledge of them at all. 
Are these neighbours or/ 
Our best friends. 
Probably get them to help you pick out a system too? 
Yeah. 
Anybody else you would ask about stuff? 
Probably mostly friends who are into it, because all of our friends actually have them 
now, my brotherjust got into it this year and each one of them are taking night school 
courses to learn more about how to operate and get full use out of what computers 
offer ... Oh yeah, actually whats-his-name, that guy at work, Smith. I would definitely 
talk to him. And he just went into it not that long ago, I can remember him talking 
about it at work ... What I think is for myself, I have to get over the fear of them, and 
then I, they're probably easy I think, well look it, there is so much here and what do I 
do? See I haven't attempted it, just those things at work, I've tried to avoid it because 
I don't want to ah, actually, I think I'm hoping that little Jimmy [his son] learns it and 
he can teach me. (R19) 

The complexity of this "computer learning" focussed activity is very different from the types 

of activity systems Leont'ev uses as examples (e.g. the 'primitive hunters' or his own attempt 

to learn by visiting a friend or a library; see my discussion of these in Chapter 4). Rather, the 

motive-structure of activity and the goal-directed practice in the cases of working-class 

computer learning are made from a complicated interweaving of multiple activity systems. 



The character of the life experience of subordinate groups such as the working-class, by its 

very nature, tends to be more fragmentary and broken up by institutional life governed by 

interests not their own. Driving in his truck listening to his radio or flicking through the 

television stations Sean happens across elements that he may attends but which are not part of 

his goal-directed practices. Sean outlines a network of separate relationships ranging from 

extended family, friends, his partner's workplace experiences, "little courses", and his own 

co-workers. Sean describcs diverse sets of people whose roles, goals or framing of activity 

are very different from each other, yet which all seem to provide a useful component to his 

computer learning practices. 

Leont'ev's primitive hunters appear to operate in a world in which all other frames of 

activity cease while the hunters collectively hunt. Likewise, in Chapter 6 we see institutional 

relations that largely pre-structure and sustain certain goals of activity. We do not encounter 

the need to understand the negotiation amongst competing goals in a dense weave of activity 

systems, themselves a moving, lived actuality. Throughout this chapter we see how different 

activity systems with different goals and motive-structures overlap and affect one another. 

We also see that in most of these different systems computer learning is embedded at what 

Leont'ev or Engestrom might call the operational level of activity. It is perhaps a necessary 

condition but nonetheless only coincidental to the focus of what's consciously going on. Part 

of the complexity of this learning emerges from the fact that we are focussed on non- 

institutionalized learning in people's everyday lives. Learning that can be broken into many 

different pieces. "Activity" as a concept brings a vast array of components into our scope of 

understanding what learning is. But while "activity" provides us with a foundation to 

understand the inter-conncctedness of different levels of the learning process, it does not tell 

us much about how people actively 're-arrange' these levels and produce meaning and pattern 

out of activity. 

Framing and keying may seem, at frst glance, to make these practices seem even 

more complex. However when we look closely we see frame analysis a s  a way of making 

greater sense of this overlapping set of operations, goals, motive-structures and activity 

systems. As introduced from the outset, Goffman's frame-analysis suggests that various 



frames, for example, of family activity, neighbourly activity, labouring activity, recreational 

activity and so on, each carry with them a set of roles and patterned relations that help us 

accomplish their orderliness in everyday life. One of Goffman's real contributions, however, 

was to show how people's presentation of self, team-work and the organization of frames of 

activity into primary and subordinate tracks are an inter-subjective process of coordination. 

In Goffman's presentation we see an emphasis on the role of the active subject. Though there 

is clear patterned structure, there is just as clearly, according to Goffman, opportunities for 

individual and collective agency as well. Specific to the multiple spheres of activity seen 

above, we see that, although computer-mediated practices play a part in each of the separate 

spheres, each activity system is organized around goals or primary frames that make this 

computer-mediation part of the less self-conscious, operational level of activity. These are 

what Goffman might call a s~!bordinate track of interaction. The immediate contribution of 

Goffman is that these subordinated tracks of computer-mcdiated practice can be brought to 

the foreground (into the structural position of "goal" to use Leont'ev's terms) through the 

social process of keying existing frames of activity. Just as we saw Goffman describe 

fighting being keyed into play, or courses in guerilla warfare on the brink of being keyed into 

real guerilla warfare in Chapter 4, in this chapter we see that diierent activity systems can be 

keyed to accentuate the role of computers and computer-mediation. Triggering the specific 

occasions and reasons for such re-keying is, for the most part, partially pre-figured in 

discussions of working-class technological common sense where we examined the basic 

experiences with technology. However, the interview encounter itself also serves as an 

occasion for this keying of past and future a~t ivi ty .~ 

One of the main differences between this research and the research of many others in 

the neo-Vygotskian tradition such as Engestrom (1987; 1992) and Lave and Wenger (1991), 

is the object of the investigation and the challenges it demands of a conceptual apparatus. 

60f  course, the keying Uiat rakes place in the course of aresearch inlerview will in all likelihood have very 
few lasting effects on the interviewee's organization of conscious. At the same time, in this research with the 
chemical workers the types of discussions that arose in iheinterviewees w e r e p r e s e n t e d b d  
some lasting effects were seen in the way people understood and organized themselves collectively around their 
learning activity. 



The work of Engestrom on work processes, learning and expertise in the court system and 

medical consultations (1992; 1996; 1999), or the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on tailors, 

mid-wives, quarter-masters, for example, focus on a relatively discrete set of activities which 

are either institutionally or occupationally bound and thus pre-structured in many ways? 

There is an order provided by these settings which makes it unnecessary to seriously press 

beyond the basic framework that Leont'ev originally proposed. More specific to computer- 

mediated practice, neo-Vygotskians such as Nardi (1996), for example, have generally not 

sought to deal with "the messy, intractable world beyond the laboratory, beyond the human- 

machine dyad" (Nardi, 1996:3)'. Alternatively, I've sought to investigate computer learning 

activity of a specific group which, because of the character of this group, runs across the neat 

boundxies of institutions or occupational settings in a highly fragmented way. Working- 

class people talk about their computer learning as cutting across work, home, classroom and 

community settings where their discretion is challenged typically. Thii has posed an 

interesting set of problems for the basic neo-Vygotskian framework. 

7.5 Summary 

In Practical Reason: On the theorv of action (1998), Bourdieu poses several questions 

that relate to the closing discussion in section 7.4. 

Does a human bchuviour really always have as an end, that is, as a goal, the result 
which is the end, in the sense of conclusion, or term, of that behaviour? I think not. 
What is, therefore, this very strange relationship to the social or natural world in 
which agents aim at certain ends without posing them as such? ... Ordinary analyses of 
temporal experience confuse two relationships to the future or the past which Husserl 
clearly distinguishes with Ideen: the relationship to the future that might be called a 
prqject, and which poses the future as future, thnt is, as a possible constituted as such, 
thus as possibly happening or not, is opposed to the relationship to the future that he 

' While only conversant with the type of neo-Vygotskian perspective I've described in this research, 
writers such as Om (1996) on photocopier repair workers, or Goodwin andGocdwin (1995) on airport workers also 
fall into the trend to which I'm referring. There are examples which break with the tendency to some varying 
degree (e.g. Engesuom, Engeslrom and K;irWnen, 1995), yet on the whole in neo-Vygotsky literature as I've 
defined it, it remains extremely rare to see the focus on general class, gender or racialized relations that span 
virtually every institutional context in modern society taken up in the way I've attempted here. 

'ln this regard, the work of Holland et al. (1998) on "identities in practice" and the work of Lave (1988) 
on mathematics are examples of neo-Vygotskian research, that skirt across multiple sites, moreclosely parallels 
this research. 



calls protension or pre-perceptive anticipation, a relationship to a future that is not a 
future, to a future that is almost prescnl ... In fact, these pre-perceptive anticipations, a 
sort of practical induction based on previous experience, are not given to a pure 
sub.ject, a universal transcendental consciousness. They are the fact of the habitus as a 
feel for the game. (Bourdieu, 1998:80-82) 

These comments point toward the type of challenge that the concept of activity has already 

partially met. Neo-Vygotskian approaches describe learning as activity composed of 

practices that are goal-directed "projects" but which are ,also interlinked with the types of 

operational and tacit elements that Bourdieu refers to as "practical induction". Bourdieu goes 

on to cite the necessary relationship these forms of patterned practice have with 

differentiated, previous experience that suggests the need for a concept like "habitus". 

In the closing section I also put forth an initial formulation that is part of what I 

called, in the introductory chapter, the "secondary project" of the research. That is, it refers to 

the dialectical relationship of structure and agency in micro and more macro settings in real 

learning activity. Specifically, I focussed on how people play an active, inter-subjective role 

in negotiating less conscious elements of computer learning within a diverse array of broader, 

primary, goal-directed frames of activity through keying. I've sought to introduce this 

clarification to the neo-Vygotskian framework when I suggest that a narrow interpretation of 

Leont'ev's formula tends lo be highly structural. When compared to the practices we can read 

through to in the interview data, we see how, in virtually every excerpt, activity systems 

overlap with each other and computer learning is often embedded in activity framed in other 

ways. I claimed these examples present more complex situations than those bound to a single 

institutional setting or occupational group. 

Looking back to the fust sections of this chapter and reflecting back specifically to 

my earlier discussion of class habitus and frame analysis, a specific vision of working-class 

computer learning has begun to emerge. A vast array of practices that may be more or less 

self-consciously carried out and specific learning contexts have been identified as relevant. 

The neo-Vygotskian concept of tool-mediation helped to make explicit how practice is 

shaped by interaction with the computer a r t k t  itself, but more specifically how various 

problems and breakdowns can be understood as a contradiction at the level of conditions of 
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practice that pushes people to shift their forms of participation and gain skills and 

knowledgibilty. This chapter has also provided an empirically-grounded account of computer 

learning that moves beyond the tendencies collectively described in Chapter 3 as Capitalist 

Learning Hegemony (CLH). If learning is seen as a social relational concept in which 

specific peoples' practices are embedded in more general societal relations, warranted claims 

of computer learning as a differentiated and differentiating form of class practice can be 

made. 

We learned that there are speciiic patterns of practice and participation that working- 

class people produce, and that these patterns are rooted in class relations. People engaged in 

solidaristic networks of computer learning depended on durable group-oriented formations to 

produce their activity. In these networks people drew on differences in skius, interests, 

resources and methods in a fluid set of roles and relations that were frequently re-arranged. 

Teachers became learners, novices surpassed experts in some areas but remained novices in 

terns of other interests. Some network members cdvoured trial-and-error, some 

conversations with the "computer genius" outside the group, whiie others preferred to read. It 

must be emphasized that these seemed to be loose preferences only and not hard and fast 

rules. People drew on dilferences between members as a shared group resource. One 

person's preference for reading was a resource for others who preferred hands-on practice and 

vice versa. Within these processes there was what I referred to as a dialectic of self and 

group in which individual practice construed as "self-teaching" transformed group 

participation and group participation fed individual practice. 

The analysis outlined the complexity of working-class computer learning activity in 

everyday, non-institutionalized settings of learning. These are the places where interviewees 

could most easily realize greater discretion and greater possibility for creative activity. 

Necessarily, it seems, this process involves a patchwork of different opportunities, many of 

which appear in the home (where people exercise the most control), but which also appear in 

the workplace and community. Together with dispositions toward solidaristic networking, 

these skills, abilities and dispositions toward interstitial learning partially define a working- 

class learning habitus. 



Chapter 8 
Understanding Working-Class Standpoints 

in Computer Learning 

Whiie issues of standpoint inform virtually every aspect of this research beginning 

with the definition of social class I provided at the outset, in this short chapter I want to 

recognize themes that explicitly emphasize the most conscious and formally developed 

expressions of class standpoints in the context of learning habitus and computer learning 

specifically. One of the most underdeveloped dimensions of neo-Vygotskian literature is its 

understanding of learning in the "messy, intractable" world of the everyday as it concerns 

issues of social standpoints. 

EngestrSm (e.g. 1987; 1999) has referred to the notion of standpoint in terms of 

"multi-voicedness" in which multiple points of views, traditions and interests are developed 

in activity systems. However neither Engestrom nor most other neo-Vygotskians (e.g. 

Davydov, 1988; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Nardi et al., 1996; etc.) have convincingly 

demonstrated how issues of standpoint penetrate all levels of activity from micro-interaction 

to the major social divisions of society such as gender, race and class. A more extensively 

developed consideration of issues of standpoint in existing neo-Vygotskian literature (again, 

broadly conceived) is found, for example, in the work of Holland and collaborators. The 

work of Holland and Reeves (1996) and Holland et al. (1998) offers a constructive 

clarification to the ambiguity of standpoint in much neo-Vygotskian research. In Holland and 

Reeve (1996) the authors offer a solidly elaborated example of how conflicting standpoints 

are produced in an activity system. And, in a later collection of essays, Holland et al(1998) 

add a great deal of depth to the notion of the production of social identities in practice which 

further develops on the theme. 

A person engaged in social life, a person involved in an activity or practice, is 
presumed to have a perspective. One looks at the world from the angle of what one is 
&rig to do. ~ost&odernists and feminists also attend to perspective: especially to the 
perspectives that come from being treated according to broad social divisions such as 
gender, race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Persons look at the world from 
the positions into which they are persistently cast. Another type of placement is at 
least as important as narrativized or discursive placement: positioning by access to 



space, to associates, to activities and to genres ... Perspectives are tied to a sense of 
entitlement or disentitlement to the particular spaces, relationships, activities, and 
forms of expression that together make up indices of identity. (Holland et al., 
1998:44) 

"Perspectives" or what I've referred to as "standpoints" offer a means of understanding the 

class-differentiated character of interviewee's accounts of computer learning practices, and 

by identifyng differentiated practices we can see how local production of everyday 

computer-mediated activity is part of the broader social, political and economic world. 

People enter into participation not as universal agents but differentiated subjects. There is a 

recognition that people bring a coherent set of basic dispositions, preferences, comportment, 

skills, tastes and knowledges, i.e. class-habitus, to bear. They cannot participate in anything 

and in anyway they chose, and Holland et al. (1998) emphasize the importance of one's 

"angle" or "take on activity" (p.44) as a means of participation as well as identity formation. 

Onc of the f i s t  wrilcrs to offer an explicit and sustained examination of the 

"proletarian standpoint" was Georg Lukics. His seminal work in the area, Historv and Class 

Consciousness (1971) helps us to understand how it is that different class standpoints in 

activity co-exist in concrete social activity which he refers to here as "specific categories of 

mediation": 

But this does not prevent the specific categories of mediation by means of which both 
classes raise this immediacy to the level of consciousness, by means of which the 
merely immediate reality becomes for both the authentically objective reality, from 
being fundamentally different, thanks to the different position occupied by the two 
classes w i t h  the 'same' [social] process. (Lukics, 1971:150) 

One version of this basic argument was vital to our understanding of how a basic working- 

class position could be expressed in a variety concrete ways (as unemployment, service sector 

work, forms of non-standard work, and even unionized industrial work). This realization 

made the study of certain segments of the working-class, such as the industrial working-class, 

relevant to the working-class in general (Chapter 2). Conversely, we can also apply Lukilcs's 

observation to "categories of mediation" such as computer learning in such a way as to reveal 

the way that what appear to be similar activities (e.g. learning amongst the working and 

capitalist classes) are nevertheless different for people operating from different social 



standpoints. In both cases, the focus is on the underlying sets of social relations that give 

concrete activity its specific meaning, course of development and so on. Lukbcs's analysis 

emphasizes that the reality of people's everyday social existence is, in its immediacy, 'the 

same' for both proletariat and bourgeoisie. Of course, class-standpoints and class learning 

habitus play an important role in expressing these underlying social relations and help explain 

the specific ways in which differential forms of participation, the differential outcomes and 

projected goals, and the different framing of computer learning activities are produced in the 

actual practice. 

Class-standpoints in activity, however must be understood as actively produced by 

real social agents - actual pcople with the capability to act and react in the social world - 

rather than, as is suggested in Lukics's work, merely produced by generalized, structural 

dynamics of capitalist political economy. Though people are continually faced with forces of 

history that appear to stanc! over them, these forces are always produced, reproduced, and/or 

confronted actively in real, sensuous human activity. LukBcs's rhetorical flourishes 

regarding "free action of the proletariat i t se r  (1971:209) do not provide a convincing 

expression of these active dimensions. 

Lukics's essay "Reilication and the Consciousness of the Proletariat" (1971) has 

provided inspiration for a range of contemporary theories which deal with social standpoints, 

most notably the group of writers typically identified with Marxist-Feminist standpoint 

theory. However, to use the term Marxist-Feminist standpoint theory, is to partially invent a 

level of coherence that is not entirely warranted (Smith, 1997a). Though generally 

recognized to have been initiated by several key essays beginning with Smith (1974) and 

Hartsock (1983), this grouping of writers is not monolithic. The degree of commonality that 

is warranted, according to Hardig (1986). is based on shared foundations in historical 

materialist analysis and, adds Smith (1987) the influence of the women's movement. 

Furthermore each perspective in the groupi~g offers an explicitly politicized, counter- 

hegemonic dimension with an appreciation for the relevance of social constructivism and the 

importance of peoples everyday experience. Marxist-Feminist standpoint theory can be 

understood as a type of "technical theoretical device" (Hartsock, 1997:370) that helps to 



make explicit the power-relations in society. As Collins describes it, theories of standpoint 

refers to "a common location within hierarchical power relations that creates groups" 

(1997:376). Smith, working from with some different interests in mind, focuses on how 

"experience", like the kind described in the interviews in this research, can be used as a 

"method of discovering thc social" from particular perspectives (1997x392): 

I have argued that ruling relations become visible from a standpoint located in an 
embodied subject situated in thc everydayleverynight actualities of her own life and 
engaged in the parlicularlizmg work that organizes her consciousness. It is from here 
that the extra-local organization of the ruling relations becomes visible; it is from here 
that the project of investigating them and their characteristic forms of objectitication 
and standardization as people's local practices can be conceived. (1997b:128) 

Thus for Smith, a theory of standpoint is not primarily a "device" nor is it the basis for 

knowledge claims in conventional sociological terms. Rather, it provides the starting point 

for a program of inquiry that draws on everyday experience to bring to the fore the means by 

which the social structure is brought into being through the concerting of people's situated 

practices. 

The following sections reflect on the most conscious, and in some cases formally 

organized, expressions of class standpoint beginning f i s t  with an examination of how social 

relations and worlung-class standpoints expressed and developed in the industrial workplace 

are continuous with computer learning pro,jects that operate within and beyond this setting. 

Second, I examine how the most formally organized expression of working-class standpoint, 

the trade union, affects colnputer learning processes in terms of the relationship between 

learning in the everyday and institutionalized, course-based learning. And, finally, I draw on 

interviews that are the most conscious expressions of how class standpoints affect learning 

which includes a brief look at the computer learning amongst a mini-sample of upper-class 

elites and corporate executives. 

8.1 Perspectives and Practices of Working-Class Computer Learning as Continuous 
with Class-Life 

The following excerpt was taken from an interview with a 50 year old woman who 

was a machime-operator in a electronics parts manufacturimg plant. Much of this interview 
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focussed on rccent changes in her plant as management had introduced several new 

computerized machines onto the shopfloor. As one of the most senior workers and a lead- 

hand in her department, co-workers often came to this woman with questions on exactly how 

the new machines would affect the workplace. Shc explained that co-workers often asked her 

whether work would become more strenuous, whether it might be more safe or dangerous, 

whether these new machines might add to the yearly bonus they sometimes received when 

production quotas exceeded expectations, and most importantly, she said, whether any of 

them would lose their jobs as more of these computerized machines were introduced. In the 

interview I asked her about her general impressions about this new technology and whether 

these new machines brought about changcs for the better or the worse. Her answers help to 

show how beginning from people's own standpoint offers a means to build a critique of 

existing technological common sense. This plant is a non-unionized operation, and this 

worker is no class-conscious radical. Her wage is a secondary income, the job pays only a 

few dollars above the minimum wage and she tells me she isn't very interested in what goes 

on in her workplace anyways. Nevertheless, even under these conditions we can begin to 

trace class standpoints in relation to computer activity. After beginning with a claim about 

the overall positive effects of computer technology, this woman proceeds to slowly 

problematised these apparently positive effects as the exchange continues. 

[technology has changed things] for the better, like we talk about more product going 
out the door, and lesspeople doing it. 
Now why's that for the better then? 
Well it's not for the better of the people, but it is I guess for the company.[pause] 
It must be better for the people somehow. How do you think it might be better? 
How's it all connect? I'm just trying to get your own words on it. How is better or 
how's it worse? 
Well like I said, I think it's better for the dollurs for the company. 
But you say not so much for the people? 
Well no, not if they're losing they're job. 
Well you guys have kept employment pretty stable eh? 
Yeah we have, we're lucky. 
But you sense that other places aren't so lucky? 
No, I don't think they are. 
Hmm [long pause] 
I guess when you think about it in the plant, technology is taking away jobs. [pause] 



Man's out smarting himself, losing his own jobs because of it ... 
Do you think computers and technology offer a chance to create new wealth? 
Yes I think so because you can put more product out again. 
And so the wages would go up with your company doing better? 
Well it should but not at ourplace we haven't had a raise in a while. 
Have your wages been frozen for a little while then? 
Yes a wage frceze, but like I said we're lucky we never had a layoff so that says 
something. 
So when you say it does create more wealth you mean ... 
Well if you can be more efficient it has to create new wealth. 
For the company? 
Yes it has to. 
But not as much for the workers? 
Well like right now with the wage freeze on and like [the manager] says the money 
that they're making they're putting back into the plant to buy these new machines, so I 
would think they [nust be making money to have a credit line to get the new 
equipment. 
So do you a sensc that it will come around to higher wages then if the company gains 
a competitive. 
I would think it would, yes. 
Do you have good kith in that? 
Well, I think may is the end 01 our fiscal year and they're going to look at that and see 
what [pause] everyone's hoping. 
Do you have pretty strong workplace association or union then? 
No. 
Who does the negotiating for you then? 
Nobody, they just give it to us. (R6) 

It was the movement of discussion toward the realm of actual practice, sometimes brought 

into consciousness in the course of the interview itself, that the actualities of people's 

experience were able to be thought about to reveal the material, class relations people were 

actively engaged in. We can see how her own standpoint provides means of generating an 

alternative perspective on technology and labour processes in her workplace. 

The industrial workplace offers one of the most tangible and conscious 

representations of class-based practices and class standpoints in daily activity. With the 

worker (R6) above we sce that this standpoint produces a contradictory view of the nature of 

work and computer technology generally. However people's standpoint in the industrial 

workplace also directly affects their computer leaining. In an interview with this chemical 
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worker who also was his department's union steward, we see that the social organization of 

the labour process, in fact, encourages non-work related computer learning. Routinization 

and alienation accentuated by so-called "idiot-proof' computer technology is a direct 

expression of how and why working-class standpoints in the workplace and in people's 

computer learning practices are actively produced. 

I didn't really get any formal training in it at all. 
So where did you do most of your learning? 
Well, hack corners [laughs] midnight shift, that sort of thing, just playing around with 
it. 
So there's a computer sitting there and you just sort of 
Yeah, it's either that or do work, it's a little more interesting so 
Itk a change then? 
Yeah, yeah 
Other guys do the same thing I hear. 
But like I say, I don't get into the DOS or anything, but some of the guys are just 
phenomenal, but like the light at the end of the tunnel is a better game you know what 
I mean. The games don't interest me at all... But it's actually a big problem because 
like I have guys complaining to me [as a shop steward] about these guys playing the 
games, and I'll tell them mind your own fucking business, but you know what do you 
do you can't go to management, it's a difficult position to be in... [but] as soon as 
management sees us playing around on our spare time with these computers and 
games and stuff, we're going to have supervisors start to crack down. 
So you'd sit down and eventually over the course of each day you'd learn. Can you 
put a time estimatc on that then? 
[laughing and putting his hand over the tape recorder] The company's not going to 
find out about this? 
[laughing] No, no, it's anonymous 
No, I'm only joking. 
It's that much then eh? 
Yeah, I would say 80 hours over the last year maybe, at the terminal. 
Split up into little 10 and 15 minute chunks 
Or hours depending what shift you're on, if you're on midnights you can son of hide a 
way for a few hours, yeah. 
That's a good amount of time eh, it's better than any course? (R18a) 

Computer learning practices of workers take place within a context shaped by capitalist 

relations of production, and specifically one's position w i t h  those relations. The types of 

routinization and alienation in this workplace is not class-neutral, but is instead a common, 

class-specific experience (Hamper, 1991). It is experience generated from a working-class 



standpoint in activity, but actually contributes to the further entrenchment of this standpoint 

in the workplace and beyond. In the workplace, alienated and distracted workers spending 

their time playing computer games, provide greater justifcation for management to remove 

further control and creative functions from workers' hands resulting in even greater 

alienation, and so on. Class experience such as these also contribute to the establishment of 

elements of the working-class learning habitus we discussed in the previous chapter, again, 

further solidifying class differentiated practice. 

These types of class experiences are not limited to the workplace but rather tend to 

spill into more elaborated computer activities. This auto worker, for example, describes how 

the need to find creative outlets in the context of work translates diuectly into interests and 

activities. 

I: Did you buy a computer before you had any knowledge of it or/ 
R: No, no I had limited knowledge at work so. 
I: Tell me about that. 
R: Okay so at work we have, not particular to my job, but we have a computer which 

runs a machine and of course it's just a basic, it has its own program, the computer has 
its own program, but in the background it has windows. So that was my fust 
experience. You could get out of the program that ran the machine and you could go 
and you could get into windows and there was just a basic windows program, and at 
work with that, well we got ourselves in trouble a few times. And with that, you 
know guys would come around and different guys would have different limited 
experience in trying to fix the computer whenever we screwed it up, and basically 
that's how I got interested in it. Of course, you talk more and more with the guys 
because you fool around with it more and the next thing you know I bought one. 
( R W  

One of the unique features of contemporary computer technology is in fact the type of 

convergence between home and workplace computers that the above excerpt describes. 

Practices such as this one reiterate the importance of working lives to learning that goes on in 

the rest of people's lives. Other workers expressed their experiences in the industrial 

workplace as equally important. 

Below an auto parts worker outlines how he first came to be introduced to computers 

and the important effect they came to have on his future learning. Again, we see how 

experience expresses a particular standpoint in activity. Similar to the concerns expressed by 



the woman at the outset of this chapter (R6). in this case, we see a standpoint in which 

computer technology forms the basis of vast and important changes in one's day-to-day life. 

I: Did you go to school to pick up any of this computer knowledge? 
R: No. I'm just grade 11 education. But the biggest thing was the robot on number 5 

press came in and it had a computer. 
I: What year was that? 
R: It's been 7 years, 6 or 7 years. And so every time we walked down there, it was all, 

'Gee! This is the way it$, going. Everything is going this way', you know, and so 
when I got there I said, 'I don't know nothing about computers. I don't know nothing 
about robots.' So there was always one guy that was there permanent anyways and 
then, the one day I'm there all by myself, there's no other person there, so I had to 
learn it. So the electrician says, 'Okay. You gotta do this to do this to do that to do 
that.' And he wrote everything down on a piece of paper, and he says, 'You keep it.' 
It's still in my locker. you know .... [But] I look at the amazement of the stuff in the 
factory. Like I walk up there and I'm like, 'Oh, yeah! Geez! That's simple. When you 
think about it, it's simple.' If you go look at it. Okay, take for example, my robot 
complex that I worked down there, the number 14. Winen it first came in, the first 
week it came in, I'm lookid at it and, 'Glory Geez! What am I gettin' into? Just give 
me my job!' You know, and then I started, Well, how's this work?' And then, 
pushing the buttons and, 'Oh! Okay! Boy, that's easy.' And then, I move on to the next 
one: ka-choo, ka-choo, ka-choo, 'Oh, yeah! Oh, that's really easy!' You know? And 
then move on to the next one. The next robot set-up, because there's like your loader, 
your roll, the reducer roll that makes the steel thinner, then a robot picks it up and 
bends it and puts it in the thing and puts it in the press and then the press forges it and 
the robot picks it up and moves it over and so each process all the way along, there's 
basically 7 robots that do the work there. (R4a) 

The idea that "This is the way it's going", in this context, is itself an expression of class 

relations. The pull for this worker to get involved in computer learning is the pull of the 

activity system of the workplace in which learning about computer technologies is not really 

a free choice, but rather onc that is compelled by powerful forces. It is in this context that, 

from a working-class standpoint, computer technologies seem to inspire strong, goal-directed 

behaviours. This same worker continues on to describe how this has affected his views about 

child rearing. Speaking about h ~ s  daughter: 

I took Kristine into the plant one day at work, and I says, "See this? It's all 
computers". I says, "You gotta have it". Well, Kristine says, "Well, I don't really like 
doing computer stuff'. And I said, "Kristine, here you are". She's ten years old, and I 
says, "There it is. You've gotta know this stufl" (R4a) 



8.2 Organized Expressions of Working-Class Standpoints in Computer Learning 
Activity: The Relationship Between Courses, Learning Networks and Trade 
Unions 

Effects of one's class standpoint in activity is not limited to simply individual or 

informalized group practices. It can also be expressed through formally organized 

institutional frameworks such as those provided by the trade union movement. If we 

understand, as Smith (1997b) suggests, ruling relations such as those revolving around social 

class become visible from the standpoint of one's actual everyday practices, then it seems 

like a reasonable next step to suggest that social organizations that provide these standpoints 

and everyday practices a forum to be spoken, shared, developed and acted upon will produce 

the sites in which they are expressed most clearly. Computer-mediated activity rooted in 

trade union life is therefore another way of demonstrating how class relations and working- 

class standpoints are interwoven with computer learning. In this section, I briefly examine the 

effect that trade union culture has on people's learning methods and preferences, but fust let's 

examine a more general example of how trade union life and computer activity are related. 

In this interview, I got a chance to sit down with a local trade union president where 

he outlined how important, in his mind, computers were for the functioning of his union 

local. A relatively young inan of 32, he talked specifically about how people in today's busy 

world had very little time to be involved in their union local, and how technology might be a 

way of helping manage this conflict. 

You don't get people coming out for like meetings, even when it concerns them. 
They'll come out like when it's a bargaining meeting or a voting meeting, but past that 
not many people are interested in it at all, that's why I've been trying to get this BBS 
up because if you have a modem that's one of the ways you can start exchanging 
ideas, because people will sign on not just to talk about you and stuff, but I'm going to 
make it interesting. I'm going to make so that they'll be files that you can download, 
educational files, children files, children's games, games, maybe some on-line games, 
but it's a way, and theyll be discussion groups, you know there'll be a political one 
and a union one and an industry one, and if you have a modem and you have a 
computer you can get in on it and that's one way of people exchanging ide as.... It's 
really about building a sense of community and a union culture ... We've also talked 
about making computers for cheap now, a mother board is under a hundred dollars 
now, it is fairly quick, it is not speedy but it would get you access, and a 60 dollar 
thing and a couple cards, that's another thing I don't have time for. (R10) 
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Trade unions arise and take on their structure, interests and methods as a direct response to 

the character of capitalism with which they are faced. Unions typically represent a kind of 

countervailing force to capital through their representation of the interests of waged labour. 

They express an organized working-class standpoint in broad frames of activity including 

ongoing, organized representation of workers in the workplace, bargaining, political 

processes beyond the workplace and so on. Activities emerging from these organizations, 

like the computer activities suggested in the comments of the worker above, express a 

working-class standpoint in terms of the forms of planning, organization and practice which 

this perspective both inspires and requires. Indeed, we see described a specific activity 

systems whose broader motive-structure is situated within relations that are at least partially 

antagonistic toward the basic logic of capital accumulation. 

We can also ask cxactly how this formalized expression of a class standpoint actually 

affects computer learning practices in other ways. To do this, let's consider a comparison 

amongst unionized and non-unionized industrial workers in terms of their experiences and 

the outcomes of this experience. First, let's briefly reflect on the some large-scale educational 

data from Ontario (Canada). In a special run on the survey data provided in Livingstone, 

Hart and Davie's 1 lth OISE Provincial Survey (1997) we can gain a basic appreciation for 

some differences in learning between these two groups generally. To begin with, it is useful 

to point out that amongst both groups computer learning is the most popular learning interest. 

This is supportive of many of my earlier claims about how working-class standpoints can 

affect people's interest in computer technology. However, when we compare the effect of 

union membership among industrial workers in Ontario we see that there are statistically 

signilicant differences in terms of the rate of computer literacy. We see that unionized 

workers have a 41% computer literacy rate compared to just 28% among the non-unionized 

industrial workers. I have also suggested that from a working-class standpoint, learning that 

occurs outside of formal institutional learning is particularly important. Total weekly hours 

spent on learning outside of organized courses also differed between the two groups. 

Unionized industrial workers reported an average of 13.6 hours per week of informal learning 

whereas non-unionized workers reported only 11.6 hours per week. 



What is perhaps more clear however is the way that unionized and non-unionized 

groups organize and carry out their learning practice and the material resources on which 

they're able to draw. These data indicate that unionized industrial workers in Ontario are 

almost twice as likely to take part in an adultlcontinuing education course (27% participation 

amongst unionized workers; 16% for non-unionized workers; statistically significant). 

Furthermore, when continuing education courses were utilized unionized workers involved a 

much broader scope of educational institutions. Finally, unionized workers were far less 

likely to bear sole financial burden of this non-formal learning. There is the suggestions that 

collective action in the form of trade unionism has important positive effects on the computer 

learning process in a number of different ways. 

At this point, of course, we are unsure what these numbers actually mean in terms of 

practices. How are these material resources utilized exactly? How are formalized courses 

related to the everyday computer learning that takcs place outside of these courses in the 

home, community and workplace? This thesis has sought to shed light on these issues 

directly. To understand thcse aggregate data more deeply, we can turn to two sub-sets of 

interviewees and examinc unionized versus non-unionized computer learners head-to-head. 

In order to do this, I focus on the situation of two workplaces as well as the activities of 

specific networks of workers from each site. The plants themselves are both in the 

automotive sector, are of comparable size, and are both located in Canada's industrial heart- 

land (Southern Ontario). In fact, both plants are located in the same city. 

Briefly, the unionized workplace belongs to one of the North American "Big-Three" 

group of auto assembly plants' and as such is organized under one of Canada's largest and 

most developed trade unions, the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW). The CAW is arguably 

one of Canada's most advanced industrial union in regards to its membership 

learning/education programming which is demonstrated in a number of identifiable ways 

ranging from the union's lead'ig-edge push towards Paid Education Leave (PEL), to the 

development of its large Family Education Centre. One of the most important features of this 

'Big Three' is a Nortl~ American term referring to the Chrysler, Ford and General Motors Auto 
Manufacturing Corporations. 



progressive unionism is its attention to negotiating collective agreements that pay ample 

attention to the need for workers to have a say in their workplace and beyond about education 

and training. Indeed, one of Canada's leading labour educator, D'Arcy Martin (in Gordon and 

Cooke, 1998), describes the CAW'S commitment to education and training as "the most 

developed" of all the unions in the Canada.' 

The other workplace is a large non-unionized auto parts manufacturer. There is a 

company association (unconnected to any outside bargaining agent) which has a type of 

employment contract registered with the Provincial Labour Relations Board. Both belong to 

large international conglomerate parent companies and are of comparable size. However, the 

non-unionized plant contains none of the educational provisions of the unionized plant and is 

silent on any form of union involvement in issues of training and education. As far as actual 

production processes, both plants produce and assemble various automobieslauto parts, and 

both workplaces have substantial computerization.' The employment requirements of the 

two plants are also similar, each making use of a Canadian high school diploma (grade 12) as 

an entry level requirement over the last decade. 

The comparative look at the workers in each plant are rooted in interviews and time 

spent with intcrviewees we've heard from earlier - R16 and R4a - however this time with a 

focus on the different effects of their union versus non-union status on the learning the do in 

informal networks of co-workers. For the sake of adding both a human face and further 

depth to the analysis I'll again refer to them, as I did in the preceding chapter, as "Steve" and 

"James" respectively. Steve is in his mid-thirties. He has worked for this same employer 

since "they released me from high school" at the age of 18 years with his grade 12 high 

school diploma. He has worked primarily on the assembly line at the plant, but recently 

transferred off the line to a job sampling parts. James is in his early forties and operates a 

'A report on the fall 1996 contract negotiations Ixtween the CAW and General Motors states the 
following: 

This agreement marks a break-through in training. The new Training Fund and the Training Review 
Committee expands Uie opportunity for training and learning and recognizes the union's role in the 
development and implementation of training programs. (1996:6) 

%is wn be contrasted with the olher auto parts plant in this research. 



computerized press at the non-unionized auto parts plant. Before coming to the auto parts 

factory (where he's been for 1 1  years), James worked in a variety of jobs including truck 

maintenance and plastics n~anufacturing. James went to work at the age of 16 after he 

completed his grade 11 year in high school and partially completed an auto mechanics 

apprenticeship programme. 

As you might be able to recall from above and earlier chapters, Steve (R16) and 

James (R4a), both claim that their computer learning interests took root initially in the 

workplace itself with the introduction of technologies on to the shopfloor. The points to be 

made here are that, fustly, the workplace and increasing computerization of production play a 

central role in further learning. As I observed earlier, changes in the workplace appear to 

provide powerful compulsion towards participation and learning despite their structural 

resistance to these experiences among workers. Second, in both cases, informal activity and 

unsanctioned ilccessluse of computers were central to starting broader computer activity, 

though in the non-unionized plant much of this was done in greater isolation (workers have 

less fieedom of movement; stiffer penalties for not tending machines; and, few options to 

appeal unfair treatment). This structure of participation is also rooted in the physical lay-out 

of the plant which contributes to the scope of opportunities for social participation, and hence 

learning, in the workplace. In the unionized workplace Steve describes how his informal 

learning was based, in the tirst place, on hanging around another worker's work-station 

where he was joined regularly by his fellow workers (quoted earlier): 

... You could get out of the program that ran the machine and you could go and you 
could get into windows and there was just a basic windows program, and at work with 
that, well we got ourselves in trouble a few times. And with that, you know guys 
would come around and different guys would have different limited experience in 
trying to fuc the computer whenever we screwed it up, and basically that's how I got 
interested in it ... (Steve) 

In contrast, James describes arriving at hiis fust computerized work station in the plant saying 

to himself (quoted earlier): 

... 'I don't know nothing about computers. I don't know nothing about robots.' So 
there was always one guy that was there permanent anyways and then, the one day I'm 
there all by myself, there's no other person there, so I had to learn it ... (James) 



Following these initial workplace-based learning experiences, both men began their own 

computer learning participation that expanded well beyond the factory gates and which 

developed into the types ol'diverse, solidaristic networks described in Chapter 7. 

Clearly, both sets of computer activities are being carried on in earnest utilizing a 

variety of resources/tools, and fuelled by everyday reIations and collective problem solving. 

Importantly, Steve with his previous experience in the union-negotiated workplace courses 

does what the typical factory worker (statistically) usually doesn't - he decides to attend a 

local college course on computers. James, on the other hand continues to stay away from 

 course^.^ While both efforts have been underway for comparable amounts of time, Steve and 

his group of unionized workers decide to reach out from their network lo engage in more 

formalize courses together. None of the co-worker computer learners that James describes, 

nor within any of the non-unionized workplace interviews, had actually undertaken school- 

based computer learning. Steve actually described how the experience of obtaining formal 

training in the workplace (by drawing on rights earned through collective bargaining) helped 

him and co-workers reach out to incorporate formalized courses in their computer learning 

network. James and his computer learning group($ while having no access to paid computer 

training in the workplace did have access to the local community college, and yet never 

entertained the notion of attending. 

'dartin, notes the importance of informal traditions of learning amongst the organized 

working-class. 

The lessons of collective action by workers have traditionally been learned on the job 
and in the streets. By contesting management rights in the workplace, by withdrawing 
labour power in a strike, by joining allies in political action, union activists continue 
to develop their knowledge, confidence and skills. Any non-formal, structured 
education programs remain, even today, secondary to the learning that members gain 
through voluntary engagement in action. (in Gordon and Cooke, 1998) 

What this quote from Martin is intended to direct our attention towards is the fact that for 

subordinate groups such as the working-class critical learning that begins from their own 

41t is has been pointed out that in addition to the effect of unionization which partially supports the 
statistical differences already outlined above, the difference between the Steve and James in terms of formal 
schooling achievement (I year difference) may also play a role. 



standpoint in social organizations tends to take place informally, in the interstitial spaces of 

formal institutional life. The suggestion I make here is that the mode of participation 

emerging from workplace relations as it is experienced from a particular working-class 

standpoint plays an important role in the character of the computer learning practices 

generally. In this exarnplc, we see how attitudes and dispositions arising from experiences in 

the workplace, but embodied in the individuals discussed in this section, play a role in 

ongoing practice. Specifically, we can see that factory workers in a unionized workplace 

seem to experience work-based computer learning differently. Unionized workers, at least 

those in unions that pay attention to worker education and training issues, appear to develop a 

slightly different attitude towards more formalized learning. They actively bargain with 

employers over these matters, and they (in the case of the CAW) allocate significant 

resources to it within their union. Unionized workers come to see formalized learning as a 

type of activity that they can usefully engage in, and this seems to affect their general 

approach to leaming. Wc sce that material constraints can be mediated by the countervailing 

action of the trade union. We get a sense that the kind of general oppositional perspective to 

formalized learning is re-directed toward a more specific opposition to the individualized and 

credentialized activities of these institutions. The recognition of these types of dynamic 

differences in working people's orientation to learning is vital for an appreciation of how 

people, even those operating from subordinated standpoints, play an active role in the 

production of their own learning and lives. 

8.3 Class Standpoints, Class Differences and Computer Learning 

Class standpoints make a difference in people's learning. They are the means through 

which people enter into participation with others in specitic social contexts. It is beginning 

from, as Smith says, the "actualities" of people's everyday lives that their consciousness is 

organized in terms of a technological common sense, and that specific methods, interests and 

dispositions toward learning (i.e. class habitus) are developed. We saw in the previous 

chapter, for example, how working people's computer leaming tended involve group-oriented 

learning in solidaristic networks. We also saw that there was a tendency, if not an actual 

preference for, computer learning in spaces where people could exercise the greatest control 
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and creativity in participation, which outside the home, tended to be the interstitial spaces of 

formal organizations. Howcver how real are these apparent class differences? Do people's 

conscicus perspectives, orientations and practices actually differ across social class? 

If learning is deficd as a process of shifting participation in activity, then the factors 

that affect how we participate, both contlictually and cooperatively, with each other 

determine the possibilities of learning. In earlier chapters, I discussed the use of framing and 

keying as a means to understand how it is that the activc, conscious human agent makes 

constrained choices in the (re)production of activity. Standpoint is discussed by Goffman, iii 

a sense, in terms of his notion of "casting". Casting parallels the notions of "perspective" 

used by neo-Vygotskians discussed at the outset. Neither concepts, however, emerge from an 

interest to draw attention to the broader social significance of these perspectiveslcastings. 

Casting fits with the framing and keying concepts that have already proved helpful where, in 

Chapter 7, we saw how Goffman's notion of primary and subordinate tracks help us 

understand the relationship between what neo-Vygotskians call operations, actions and 

motives in activity. Framing, keying of frames and the casting that people in coordination 

make available to each other can be thought of as important features of one's mode of 

participation and hence learning. 

Frameskeyings of activity prefigure a range of basic castings or standpoints through 

which people can participate. Did interviewees consciously key their activities in class terms 

as a class struggle of some kind? Did they understand their own practices in these terms? 

Keying an activity in class terms would point to people re-arranging the subordinate and 

more primary tracks of interaction in such a way as to develop a more conscious, goal- 

oriented appreciation of their own class standpoint in practice. In such instances of class- 

based keyings (i.e. class consciousness), coordinated practices that weren't viewed in class 

terms suddenly move to the fore, yet seem to have been present all the time. As we saw at 

the opening of section 8.1 (with interviewee R6) people's consciousness of their standpoint in 

activity and their keying of frames of activity in class terms varied. The woman worker (R6) 

could be seen to partially re-key the discussions surrounding the introduction of new 

technology onto the shopfloor revealing an alternative standpoint in this activity that formed 



the basis for a (potential) opposition perspective on her workplace technology. For other 

workers, however, a keying of activities in class terms was not as ambiguous or under- 

developed. 

In discussions with this chemical worker, for example, much talk revolved around his 

company's "Quality"' program which had come under scrutiny by workers. He discusses a 

type of standpoint in work processes which sees workers and managers not in opposition to 

on another but as cooperating equals. This standpoint would provide the possibility for 

realizing new modes of participation and information sharing in the plant in a process of 

keying the frame of work activity as a "teamwork. However, this fellow claims the actual 

patterns of production do not support this keying and that the new "associate" standpoint 

offered by management is not relevant. 

Well they started calling us associates and then the reality set in and people started 
saying wait a minute, how can we be associates - 'Don't we have to work together, 
don't we have to work as a team?' So if we're not really a team, then you're the 
employer and I'm the employee, and that's why I said to you earlier that it took a bit 
for me to get it through my head, but if we were really worker-driven then we 
wouldn't have any middle-mangers - they'd be gone by now. I've been there 5 years 
and they're still there. (R61) 

The same worKer then continues to say how this type of standpoint generates a more 

conscious, goal-directed oppositional practices in terms of learning itself: 

What I find is that amongst the bunch of us [co-workers] here we'd be willing to help 
one another outside of work or on the job - we'd be more than willing to help one 
another. I have skills that maybc Frank doesn't have. Frank has knowledge that 
maybe I don't have. We draw on each other ... but when it comes to the workplace and 
management and if you are being resisted for the knowledge you have - you're not 
going to give any to them! ... But all of a sudden I know that my neighbour or a friend 
or a co-worker has the knowledge then you can draw on it. Because, they're going to 
give it to you morc willingly than if1 was wearing the badge that says "Manager" or 
the [supervisor's] blue-coat ... That's just how we do things and this is what I try to do 
as well. (R61) 

?he tenn "associate" is part of an integrated workplace reorganization system based on the Japanese 
Quality and subsequent Told Quality Management (TQM) system (see Parker and Slaughter, 1992). It is 
directed towards encouraging employees to feel like partners in Uie business operation but for our purposes here 
can be seen to be part of a haming and keying exercise Lhat is resisted by workers. 



This excerpt expresses explicit working-class self-identitication and suggcsts the role it has 

on ongoing learning practices and a general learning habitus. We must read through it to the 

type of actual practices it suggests, but we see that, based on the class experience of the 

workplace, specitic methods and preferences for learning emerge that shape people's 

participation in ongoing frames of activity. Essential to actually achieving this process is a 

framingkeying of the interaction, both within the group of co-workers and in relation to the 

supervisors and managers who are excluded. 

Another way of making visible a working-class standpoint in learning activity and 

learning habitus is by explicitly comparing large-scale survey data that reflects dispositions in 

regard to learning methods. In looking at thc NALL Canadian Survev of Informal Learnin$ 

survey data base we see some statistically significant difcrences. To understand these 

differences we must recognize that the type of informal, interstitial practices that we've 

already seen outlined represent a dependence on cooperative, group-oriented activity. 

Relations in this context are not establishcd by any formal contractual or institutional 

authority. Table 8.1 indicates that the methods by which working-class respondents cany out 

their learning activity are statistically different from those of the dominant (capitalist) class 

group. In these responses we are not privy to a view of the actual practices to which they 

refer, nor can we clarify them by asking for examples as we can in interviews. Nevertheless 

we see some important class differences. As we move from left to right over the columns we 

also move, in general terms, from individualized and more formalized relations to leaming 

relations that are less formalized and more collective in character. What we see is a trend 

that has statistical significance and suggests that the working-class grouping favours the less 

formalized and the more collective forms of learning. Indeed, this same data also revealed 

that where the working-class exercises the most discretionary control over their learning (i.e. 

in their own home), self-estimates of time spent in informal learning activities of all kinds 

was almost double that of the capitalist group (6.14 hours/weekversus 3.5 h o u r d ~ e e k ) . ~  

'Question on survey: "Thinking about all the informal learning you did in the last year that is related to 
all your houseliold tasks or house work type activities, how many hours did this amount to in a typical week?"; 
n in sample responding to question equals 491. 



Table 8.1: Preference for Methods of Learning Across Social Classes 

Class Work out Professional FriendflFamily Network 
Group on own Paid Expert o r  Co-worker Group-led 

Capitalkt 
Group 75% 10% 9% 7% 

Working-Class 
Group 60% 7% 15% 18% 

Note: Pearson Chi-square 0.002; Likelihood Ratio 0.001. 

Although amongst both groups self-directed learning appears dominant, as we saw in the 

previous chapter, people seem to describe this self-direction in one breath but clarify that it 

was done in connection with others in the next. Therefore, without even having to go into the 

inherent social nature of tools, languages and resources involved in this apparent self- 

direction, these statements can be understood as reflecting a seWgroup dialectic and are not 

to be taken strictly at face value. 

Finally, in reflecting on class standpoints and different ways of making visible class 

difference consider, the type of informal, everyday learning revealed amongst the capitalist 

class mini-sample in this research (see appendix B for characteristics of these interviewees). 

A mini-sample such as this has, of course, less explanatory power than larger samples. It 

becomes useful really only in the context of the kind of dialogic, research triangulation that 

multiple methodologies and comparisons provide. This mini-sample of self-described "upper 

class" respondents are all cither currently engaged in top management positions in large 

corporations, in most cases with significant ownership interests as well, or have been brought 

up in an upper class household where the household head had significant corporate holdings. 

Amongst these respondents there were descriptions of extensive "learning" going on 

that was not done in any classroom. However this was not necessarily the same type of 
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"interstitial" learning wc saw amongst the working-class respondents. This capitahst-class 

infor~wl learning was sq~ported by the institutional struclures rather than hidden in its gaps. 

This ownerlpartner in a large corporate law fum (C4), for example, describes how he 

schedules time at the end of the day to meet with fellow partners in a car ride home at the end 

of the day. This he can apply directly to his work and his life's work as a lawyerlowner. This 

is consciously organized, goal-oriented activity, but it sits in a fundamentally different 

relationship to the type of learning that goes on in the "back corners" of the factory amongst 

working-class interviewees for example. It is, for one thing, "scheduled" learning. These are 

also activities that are immediately aligned with (rather than tangential or in opposition to) 

the purposes of the institutions that provide their shape. 

In terms of computcr learning, we do not see the sense of urgency to learn that seems 

to accompany the working-class interviewees. He (C4) self-amusingly describes himself as a 

computer "virgin". He adds that perhaps his interest to learn computers may emerge when he 

can turn his attention towards better "organizing his stamp collection". The material 

constraints of a dual existence, in terms of work-time vs. free-time, are not relevant to him, 

nor are the issues of daily rcproduction of his own labour power: "the modern phenomenon of 

the male housekeeper is somewhat strange to me...". 

On the subject of social class and experiences in schooling C4 remarks that he 

thoroughly enjoyed his residence at a prestigious private school in Canada. Other 

interviewees in the mini-sample respond in a similar way. Before completing her law degree 

and graduate studies in Art History at Cambridge, interviewee C1 "absolutely loved school" 

so much so that she decided, like some sort of upper-crust cultural missionary, to returned to 

teach in the public school system to help "immigrant" and "ethnic" students rise above their 

class and "become part of the mainstream" with careful attention to "better manners", 

etiquette and dress. 

Now consider comments from this senior vice president of a large insurance company 

who I'll call "Conrad". When asked about the learning he does in the course of his day his 

response is as follows: 

R: I mean, a lot of it has to be during the day because that's when the resources are 



available, but a lot of it, we'll rely on reports that are done [by employees]. As I say, 
we've got a vely cooperative network, so what can happen is I may contact somebody 
in Tennessee who's worked on an account similar. Maybe they've looked at a smoke 
detector account beibre, or can point me in the direction of somebody that has. And 
that's a case of saying, 'Okay. Send me the irzfor~nation you've got'. So, obviously, 
there're not enough hours in the day, so a lot of it is bring it home, read it, underline 
what's important, develop it yourself, and then all of a sudden, you're the authority .... 
And, as I say, I've got a staffhere, so everybody's got a specialty so they share that 
information, and then when somethin' comes up, I'll go to that person and say, 'Okay, 
where's the stuff on this? 
And, okay. Is there any other types of learning activities that have helped you? 
Perhaps by working with, you've already talked about networking with your staff. I'm 
just thinking in terms of learning with other people, perhaps friends or neighbours or? 
Not to any great degree. I mean, you know, the people that I know are in business for 
themselves, I'm always asking them what kind of, how they handle certain things. 
Like, you know, il'somebody is fred from a job, they can either accept the terms of 
departure or they can sue you, so I'm working on the account that's had a problem 
with employees being terminated and suing employers. So if I'm working on 
something like that, I might pick the brains of, you know, some people I know who 
are in business for themselves and ask them, "How do you terminate people if you 
have to do that?" I've got friends who are lawyers and I'll ask them from their side, do 
they get involved in this very often. You know, so, I mean, I'm always, you don't just 
talk about the weather and going on holidays, you know, like you tend to talk business 
with these people ... (C3) 

There is a remarkably different landscape of learning being described here where, on the one 

hand, a whole staff ("cooperative networks" paid to write reports and provide information) 

are present to support Conrad in his work and learning. On the other hand, beyond the 

workplace, there are communities of business owners and lawyers each with something to 

add to your learning in the course of "taking business". If we wish to understand learning as 

shifting participation in a broad forms of activity, then we must include people's objective 

relations in social as well as material terms. The capitalist-class interviewees, including 

Conrad, are positioned in a world of social and material relations very differently indeed. At 

the most basic level, the pattern of their shifting participation is supported by vast resources, 

paid assistants as well as like-minded lawyers and corporate leaders. 

Similar to interviewee C4 discussed above, for Conrad there is minimal expertise or 

interest in computers. He explains, 



I: How about your computer? Do you spend any time1 
R: Don't touch it. I'm computer illiterate. 
I: Are you? 
R: Yeah. 
I: I'm surprised. 
R: ... Well we did away with telephone messages, the little pink slips, your messages and 

everything were put on the screen. In the States, we have a number of the major 
computer companies, like Microsoft is a client of ours, IBM is a client of ours, and 
they've won awards for programming and this sort of thing and we have a network 
that we built in the States ... I'm sure I'll be rolling into computer stuff and learning 
that sometime. (C3) 

The lack of urgency about understanding computers is clear. In fact, the only meaningful 

connection to computers Conrad has comes through his company's business with computer 

companies. 

In earlier chapters, I discussed the general view that working-class interviewee's had 

of themselves as learners. These descriptions varied but generally suggested interviewee's 

sense of un-used potential, disconnection from schooling, and in some cases strong negative 

feelings. In contrast, this upper-mmagement respondent describes himself as a learner and 

his future learning as follows: 

I've achieved a level of where I think I have maximized my talents, but what my 
function is now is to go out and get more transactions. (C5) 

Like the others quoted above, his informal learning flows in an unbroken web of paid 

relationships with staff, and typically proceeds onto the golf courses, tennis courts and over 

fine dining on where he networks with other corporate lawyers and business leaders. 

I: So you find in your life you're constantly networking with folks, whether it be over 
your meals or/ 

R: Playing golf. 
I: Playing golf, playing tennis. 
R: Yeah. I think an integral part of a lawyer's life is constantly networking, calling 

people. 
I: And, I guess1 
R: Discussing different things, initiating things, helping the clients discover 

opportunities ... Next Wednesday, I'm having lunch with the owner of a good-size 
printing company, and we're meeting to discuss possible acquisitions to build up his 
business, looking for smaller companies where perhaps the owner is ready to retire. 
That's frequently the sort of thing I do. And it may or may not result in further 



activity. (C5) 

These processes are comparable to the activities of working-class respondents to the extent 

that important learning practices are carried out beyond a formalized classroom setting. At 

the same time, we see sevcral important differences if the scope of our concept of learning is 

expanded in terms of the concept of activity. First, the capitalist-class interviewees show a 

very different level of (discretionary) integration in work activities themselves. Indeed, this 

has to do with the character of a class learning habitus in many ways. Upper-class 

respondents do not sneak away from their duties in order to learn in the workplace, nor are 

they drawn toward unsanctioned activity because of "idiot-proof' workplace technologies. 

Unlike the working-class learners, the informal learning of these capitalists-class 

interviewees is not interstitial in any way, but rather entirely integrated within the legitimated 

and celebrated strategies of the business organization. The network of learning takes place as 

a strategic part of the legitimated participation in business life. The "informal" networks of 

contacts are either, on the one hand, paid support staff or, on the other hand, business clients 

with whom the exchange of information is itselfa relatively normal and accepted part of 

client/fim relations. There is no need for the type of "solidaristic", group-oriented 

dimensions seen in Chapter 7. Rather these networks are formalized by existing legal 

contract, the promise of future business collaboration, or wages paid to staff. 

In Marxist terms, a1 the most basic level, alienation is a function of capitalist life for 

all concerned (worker and capitalist). At the same time, however, one group (capitalists) 

finds itself at home within this alienation and strengthened in the course of its own 

development. Their efforts returns to their own control. 

The property-owning class and the class of the proletariat represent the same human 
self-alienation. But the former feels at home in this self-alienation and feels itself 
confirmed by it; it recognizes alienation as its own instrument and in it possesses the 
semblance of a human existence. The latter feels itself destroyed by this alienation 
and sees in it its own impotence and the reality of a inhuman existence" ( M m  
v.3, 1992324) 

To return once again to Lukics (1971), the capitalist's own economic practice "necessarily 

appears as an activity (albeit this activity is objectively an illusion), in which effects emanate 



from himself' (p.166). The working-class group, on the other hand, cannot sustain this 

"illusion". Their learning emerges from and, as we'll discuss in Chapter 11, is largely 

destined for reinsertion into a necessarily exploitative economic system. 

In addition, the attitude towards computer technologies that capitalist-class 

interviewees seem to share was also informative. None in the group described themselves as 

computer literate. Indeed, with the exception of C4 quoted above, computer technology in 

relation to their own practice took on a trivial character (e.g. for a stamp collection) and we 

see none of the same strong orientations and feelings as wee did amongst working-class 

learners. Here we again see, comparatively this time, that there is, in fact, a working-class 

standpoint expressed in thc type of technological mystifications and common sense outlined 

earlier. 

8.4 Summary 

In this chapter I tried to use several fairly discrete analyses to examine the notion of 

working-class standpoint in computer learning with greater focus and depth than has been 

done in other Chapters. I'vc locussed on the ways that local perspectives are actually part of 

broader coordination of a system of social class. I've suggested that the original work of 

Georg Lukics and in particular various Marxist-Feminist theories of standpoint have much to 

offer. 

The themes brought out in the sections above are the most consciously and formally 

developed expressions of class standpoints. These are the different organizational contexts 

and practices in which one's standpoint generates a conscious sense of "class difference"; 

and, where formally organized vehicles of working-class interests such as the trade union can 

be seen to affect learning in general and computer learning specifically. These class 

differences in regards to computer learning activity are brought to fore in direct comparison 

to the capitalist-class group, as well as in a brief analysis of large-scale survey data. 

SpeciIically, we saw how class standpoints in computer learning are expressed when 

direct representation of these standpoints, in the industrial workplace for example, play a 

leading role in how and why computer-mediated activity is canied out. The interviewees 

describe is deeply rooted in alienating class-relations of technologically in the capitalist 
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workplace. Jame's (respondent R4a) message to his little daughter at the close of section 8.1 

is an explicit reminder of thc power these experiences have to organize consciousness and 

future learning activity amongst the working-class. 

We also saw examplcs of how computer-mediated practices that are taken up within 

the activities of trade unions also express a type of formally organized working-class 

standpoint. The interests, 0rganization.d needs and participatory structure of the trade union 

local in the example I discussed mediated what and why people learn computers. The young 

local union president strategizes on ways to get people to come together through computers; 

ways to have membership involvement in negotiations with the company increased through 

the use of the computer; and, sought to fiid ways that information can be shared amongst 

workers to crcate less alienating work, and stronger union culture using computers. In the 

same section, we also saw how participation UI trade unions affect the way people go about 

their computer learning. We saw some illustrations from the interview data that showed how 

unions help solidaristic networks expand their scope of operation to make use of more 

formalized learning, and rellecting on large-scale data we saw that in Ontario (Canada) 

statistically significant effects of unionization on peoples computer learning were evident. 

We saw how one union local actively opposed the term "associate" in order to represent their 

own framing of workplace relationships. This expressed an oppositional class perspective 

which was then expanded into a disposition for solidaristic networks of learning amongst co- 

workers which were overtly class-based. 

Taken together these very different ways of exploring class standpoint offer a 

significant elaboration on the themes developed in both previous and following chapters. 

They offer a number of different empirical arguments that claim the relevance of social class 

for our understanding of adult learning in general and computer learning activity specifically. 



Chapter 9 
Orality, Computer Learning 

and Social Class 

The central focus of this chapter is the role of verbal interaction or orality in the 

production of working-class of computer learning practice. I show how talk grounds group 

membership or "identities-in-practice" (Holland et al. 1998), and offers a means through 

which people shift their mode of participation with each other, and hence learn. I explain 

how Orr's notion of the "war story" is an important tool in the development, storage and 

transmission of computer skillsknowledge, and I describe how technical languages are 

partially appropriated by working-class learners who use what are called "gap closing" 

procedures (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Orr, 1996). In opening section, however, I want to 

discuss how talk, specifica!ly non-pedagogical sequences such as those analysed in Chapter 

6, is an important general feature of participation and computer learning among the 

inte~iewees in this research. 

In conceptualizing learning as activity and participatory networks we cannot ignore 

the central rolc of oral communication (Middleton, 1996). This is what is generally referred 

to as "orality" (Ong, 1977) or oral culture. One of the most provocative examples of the 

relationship between oral culture, learning and technology understood in the context of a 

participatory network is Julian Orr's Talkine about Machines: An ethno~ranhv of a modem 

j& (1996). Orr analyses the collective, mostly informal, constitution of working knowledge 

in occupation-based, technologically-mediated activity, and the role of language in it. This 

chapter presents a similar analysis in terms of working-class computing. Orr develops upon 

the emerging tradition of Situated Learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991)' by claiming that 

technical knowledge is a collectively produced and diffuse resource which depends, 

primarily, on the operation of oral traditions within specific (i.e. cultural) groups. His 

suggestion is that the workers produce oral "texts" for themselves which serve to organize, 

'Om's work is neo-Vygotskian to the degree it is influenced by the Situated Learning theory of Lave 
and Wenger (1991). It is less clear the degree to which Om actually develops his work on Vygotskian 
principles directly. 



produce and transform the practice of individuals and the group in relation to, but largely 

outside of, the formal organization of paid work. 

Specifically, Orr analyses the working and learning lives of photocopy repair people. 

His method is participatory. He carries out his studies through participation in "repair 

school", "field visits" and formal meetings, as well as the less formal interactions of "down- 

time" including lunch-hours, coffee-breaks, and so on. Orr also reflects briefly on the work 

of Suchman (1987). His use of Suchman's argument that "plans" and other cognitive features 

of human behaviour are rooted in social and material practice that is accomplished socially, 

moment-by-moment allows him to fmd significance in the seemingly mundane conversations 

that characterize so much of the knowledge production process for photocopy repair people. 

Orr also digs into the complexity of the conflictual relations of the workplace itself 

and draws on the argument made by Kusterer in his now classic Know-how on the Job 

(1978). The generation of resistance to forces such as managerial-led workplace 

reorganization vis-8-vis informal knowledge production amongst so-called 'unskilled' 

workers is seen as a particular expression of the oral culture that Orr explores. For example, 

we see how photocopier repair work must battle the material organization of the labour 

process such as isolation (i.e. repair people typically go on-site to do repairs alone). Orr 

outlines how narratives, stories, sayings and oral culture that participants generate serves the 

function of maintaining a community within and sometimes despite the structures (of time 

and space) that make up the particular labour process. 

However, Orr's attempt to understand the structures of participation amongst these 

workers is limited to occupational form only. Unlike other critiques of Orr's work (e.g. 

Lynch, 1998; Pinch, 1998), my concern revolves around the narrowly framed vision of the 

purposes, practices and dynamics of work in class terms. Principally Orr attributes 

constraining structures in the work process to bureaucratic dimensions of large-scale 

organizations and the sometimes dubious practices of middle management. The interest in 

the 'informal' is constructed as separate from (rather than mutually constituted in relation to) 

the core structures of authority, the imperatives of the capital accumulation, and historical 

development of organizations and technologies. Important features of the social organization 



of everyday practice that might otherwise help us understand specific social standpoints in 

everyday practice are set aside. In the analysis that I've undertaken, the facts that "employers 

do affect the way their employees work  or that "wage work is problematic in a mature 

capitalist economy" (p.152) are not matters that can be set aside but, as we saw in part two of 

Chapter 6, must be seen as integral to, in fact partially constitutive of, people's learning 

practices. On's treatment of management's attempts at 'codification' (p.107-108), his 

optimism about the impossibility of repair work to be "proletarianized" (p.151-52), and the 

importance of workers' ability to "get the job done" (p.2-5) as essential protection against this 

proletarianization all suggcst the need to explore the situation more deeply. For example, Om 

does not register the alienating conditions that workers, in fact, are actively seeking to 

counter through many of thcu most creative forms of practices (p.161). 

Orr's work, nevertheless, is instructive here for several reasons. Fist,  it is an engaged 

look at workers' learning practice at the level of interaction. Second, Orr's analysis 

problematizes conventional accounts of learning and knowledge production, and constructs a 

detailed empirical analysis that does not separate learning from the ongoing production of 

frames of activity. Orr highlights the importance of these shifts below: 

Interactions among groups of workers are part of the activities [that] may be necessary 
for the work but which are not encompassed in the normal use of the term. The fact 
that work is commonly done by a group of workers together is only sometimes 
acknowledged in the literature, and the usual presence of such a community has not 
entered into the definition of work. We are left, then, with a possible conflict between 
work as doing, as practice, and work as activities explicitly described or prescribed in 
the relationship of employment. (Om, 1996:lO) 

On's recognition that there is practice that helps defme an activity but which at the same time 

goes largely unrecognized within it (even by members themselves) also parallels the interest 

of this research to better understand the tacit dimensions of activity. 

Orr's analysis builds on the notion introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991) that we can 

identify both 'talking within' and 'talking about' practices as essential featu~es of learning. 

Briefly, 'talking within' practice includes operations such as the exchange of information 

necessary for the progress of the strip of practice itselfin the course of its production. This 

was the type of "talk" focussed on most in part one of Chapter 6 where the two computer 



learners carry out talk that is, in fact, barely decipherable when separated from the production 

of their practices moment-by-moment. Talking about', on the other hand, includes verbal 

activity such as story-telling, the production of "community lore" and so on, which seems to 

define broader and more durable dimensions of activity including social standpoints. Lave 

and Wenger (1991) describc these two types of orality as follows: 

Inside the shared practice, both forms of talk fulfit specific functions: engaging, 
focussing, and shifting attention, bring about coordination, etc., on the one hand; and 
supporting con~munal forms of memory and reflection, as well as signalling 
membership on the other. (1991:109) 

These procedures ("engaging, focussing...") are the actual work of accomplishiig coordinated 

practice. Thcy are the actual interactive, contingent practices of learning itself. Thus Orr's 

work compliments the Situated Learning approach of Lave and Wenger by examining more 

closely the forms of talk that define participation and movement within communities of 

practice. 

When we talk of oral culture, however, we cannot ignore the particular historical 

period, the social divisions and power-relations that characteriie it, or the important 

relationship that orality has with written literacy in this context. Focussing on the early 

development of the capitalist epoch specifically, Ong (1982) notes the connection between 

the emergence of clock-time and the move from a primarily oral to a primarily written culture 

as a vital element of the period. Likewise, Lash and Urry (1994) outline how dominant forms 

of nineteenth-century culture in Western Europe were rooted in written literacy. Together 

these authors document the enormous growth in cheap books and the number of daily 

newspapers (doubling every 15 years or so), the general growth of time-keeping records, and 

the widespread documentation of citizens (registration of births, deaths, marriages, travel, and 

later of the passport) in this period. In other words, they provide an analysis of the growth of 

a documentary and 'kcriptural" (Fiske, 1993) society which provides the defining backdrop 

for the relationship between orality and capitalist society generally. 

At the same time, however, we mustn't overestimate the domination of these written 

texts and scriptural practices. As E.P. Thompson (1963) demonstrated in his seminal work 

on the emergence of working-class cultural life in 18th and 19th century England, oral culture 



co-existed, as it does today, with written culture through the residue of earlier cultural forms 

(e.g. song, story-telling), and the cooperative efforts of working-class literates who were a 

resource for fellow workers. Quoting a description of working-class community life in West 

Riding (U.K.) in the 1820's for example, Thompson tells us: 

Very few of the working people can read well enough to read a newspaper; although 
papers are taken (and read aloud) at the blacksmith's, the barber's and several public 
houses. Much of the news still comes by way of broadsheet vendors and street 
singers. (Thompson, 1963:447) [West Riding (U.K.) Community life of the 1820'sI 

Indeed, another relevant entry point to this discussion of the relationship between oral 

culture and social class can be figured in the work of Negt and Kluge (1993). In 

Sphere and Experience: Toward an Analvsis of the Bour~eois and Proletarian Public Sphere, 

the authors (1993) link the production of experience with the need for a public sphere that 

makes proletarian experience comprehensible, and implicate the role of oral as well as 

written communication for the development of proletarian standpoint.. They suggest that 

"[glenuine experience is torn into two parts that are, in class terms, opposed to one another" 

(p.18). Thinking, the authors emphasize, is a "'discussion' carried out not only in the 

imagination, but on a social scale" (p.23). 

Writing on life in the trade union movement in Canada, Martin (1995) outlines 

another dimension of oral culture that seems to relate closely with the working-class learning 

habitus discussed primarily in earlier chapters. Here Martin describes, as a labour educator, 

the importance of gaining acceptance in the type of networks that I've described as informal, 

group-oriented and solid~ristic. He talks about his relationship with a local union member 

named "Jim: 

... Jim was respected among his fellow workers and that he had afterwards spoken 
positively about me and the union on the floor of the plant. In the informal logic of 
that local union, my word was now good. I was inside the network of trust. This 
meant I had room to he fully myself and that I could call for a certain openness among 
the people I deal: with. Mistakes could be forgiven, misunderstandings straightened 
out ... (1995:36) 

Martin goes on to outline the traditional relationship between written and oral culture in trade 

unions. 



Part of the reason that the wider public knows so little about unions is that so little of 
the internal wisdom is written down .... On paper, union input tends to be precise and 
defensive; in verbal communications, off the record, unionists are more eloquent and 
spontaneous. (Martin, 1995:39-40) 

Cultural Studies theorist John Fiske (1993) also discusses the power relationships that infuse 

oral culture. According to Fike, people operating from subordinate standpoints can and do 

exercise a type of countervailing control in terms of oral expression. He goes to indicate that 

linguistic practice itself docs not simply guarantee an open opportunity for subordinate 

groups because language itself plays an important role in reproducing existing social patterns. 

...p articular expressions evade the power of language to "speak" its subjects and are 
instances of people's ability to speak for and of themselves. It is tempting to suggest 
that the most materially deprived social formations, who materially possess fewest 
things [will] accord proportionately greater significance to linguistic practice and 
creativity, for language is always available to everyone. [However] it is not, of 
course, equally available ... The language that a society develops is always inscribed 
with the interests or that society's power-bloc ... [Dlominant culture is scriptural, for 
scripture is where the power to represent is most effective, and popular culture is oral, 
for orality is the means by which subordinate histories and identities are maintained 
and circulated. Orality participates in ways of knowing that are different from those 
of literacy. (Fiske, 1993:211-212) 

Power relations saturate the material, social and linguistic organization of activity. In this 

chapter, I discuss issues of orality in working-class learning and analyse several specific 

devices to demonstrate how various types of linguistic practice are central to participation 

and how they express a particular standpoint in activity. 

9.1 The Connection Between Orality & Computer Learning 

In one of the encounters within the community of photocopier repair people Orr 

outlines the interaction within repair teams and identifies the importance of collective, local 

production of knowledge and the role of t ak  in it. Below, he describes the conunents of one 

repair person ("'Frank) indicating the difficulty workers experience in exchanging and 

developing knowledge and skill when they lack an ongoing foundation of shared daily 

experiences and opportunity for oral exchange. Information, knowledge of the situation, skill 

in the local environment, and so on, are not easily transferable when limited to formal 

meetings and presentations. 



Frank's comments ... are reflections on the social distribution of knowledge and how it 
is accomplished. His comments about team meetings address the same issue among 
the technicians. It is particularly striking that he feels the lack of comparable 
experience makes it difficult for the other teams to understand what his team has 
learned, so they cannot take advantage of his team's experience. Implicit in this are 
the technicians' assumptions that their skills are not learned in school but from each 
other, and that the meaning of their talk about their skills is not obvious outside the 
context in which they were developed. (Orr, 1996:60) 

Orr's point is that the situation is problematic not simply because of a lack of opportunity to 

obtain information from each other, but that it is the opportunity to participate with each 

other on an ongoing basis beyond the formalized classroom or meeting that is key. Orr 

develops the concepts of narrative types (e.g. "celebration of identity and community"; 

"consultation among members"; "problem diagnoses"; "war stories"; etc.) which further 

elaborate on the 'talking ahout'/'talking within' concepts. He also develops the notion of 

discoorse groupings (kg. "social" versus "experiential and existential") as a means of sorting 

out context and projected goalslmotives of activity systems. These concepts are important 

here because through them we can better appreciate and make visible the complexity and 

coordination of the everyday cultural practices of computer leaming described in worker 

interviews. 

The computer learning practices that workers described in my research were shaped 

by material structures of their lives which helped shape patterns of interaction and 

participation. Central to this was access :o talk with others experiencing the same concerns, 

interests, social contexts and standpoint within these sets of relations. The comments of this 

chemical worker, for example, were typical. At 35, this man already has worked in a variety 

of industrial settings as well as driven truck, and tried hi luck at small business, but has just 

recently become employed at the chemical plant. He's only been at the plant for a year and he 

works the night-shift where, as he describes, supervision is more relaxed and co-workers tend 

to be able to get together and talk more often. He describes the community of computer 

learning practice rooted in the industrial workplace, and the role of oral culture. 

R: The 8 year old knows more about it than I do so, actually [hi partner], she works a lot 
with computers. She actually knows a lot about it, and my boy can go into her office 
and open that computer up and get it going ... He takes computers in school so that's 



why I feel I gotta get one at home .... 
Do you do any talking to anybody about it? 
Oh yeah, that's the natural conversation every night in the srnoke shack [a storage 
building in the back of the shipping yard where workers take their breaks]. Because 
so many guys have gotten them and every night, they just talk about computers, talk 
about computers. I pretty well got everything listed that I want in a computer. I'm 
still not up on all my terminology and everything, but my biggest thing about is it's 
good for my little boy. He'll have his games on it but, you know the unfortunate thing 
about it at work is all they do talk about it are the games. 
These guys sound like they're pretty into it, they know all the ins and outs. 
Surprisingly yeah. We got one guy there man, you look at him and you would never 
say he was good at computers but he's probably one of the best guys there. He's got 
this long hair. He drives a Harley. It's great! 
So how do they learn this stuff? They don't seem to go to school for it? 
I don't know. We got one guy there, started the same time as me at the plant and he's 
really crack on the computer. But far as I know, no training, justpicking uplpfr.om 
each other type of thing you know. Lending out and all this stuff. I had an older 
computer here and a couple of weeks ago I brought it over to my buddy from work to 
see if we could get some stuff into it, so far not much. 
But for you, do you think you might be able to pick up some skills in case you need to 
change jobs? 
Definitely. (R50) 

This worker is a self-described novice. We see the world of learning and interaction that this 

worker encounters nightly, and can begin to figure the kind of routines through which he and 

other workers make their time to learn. We can read through the account and make visible 

the social organization of the dailylnightly practices. We see again, how interaction and 

learning for workers is partially structured by the rubs of work and management rights.' In 

addition to the regulation of movement around the plant, we shouldn't underestimate the fact 

that the industrial workplace is noisy and hot, full of grime and fumes, and physically 

dangerous. As much as many modern industrial facilities have improved, these are still 

features of daily life which at the same time can make learning more difficult. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, we also see another example of the integration 

of multiple spheres of activity, in this case, the interviewee's own learninglparticipation (in 

community and workplace), the learning of his little boy at school, and the learning of the 

'Another feature of U~is structuring, as ouuined in the second part of Chapter 6, are the built in 
hardware and software features and design routes taken (see discussion of Noble in Chapter 5). 



little boy and household partner at the partner's work, and so on, and we can see illustrated 

how the different perspectlvcs on technology relate to oral culture, activity and "membership" 

in the group. We also see that an intcrest in purchasing a home computer is not taken lightly. 

It is a substantial purchase for most workers, there are risks of redundancy t h ~ t  make the 

potential cost even higher and require extra learning in itself, but by drawing on each other, 

as the above worker has done, old machines can sometimes be upgraded or at least good 

decisions on new machines can be made at the ~ u t s e t . ~  

Perhaps more importtant at this point is the description of the physical centre of the 

workplace-based informal computer learning community of practice, namely the "smoke 

shack". Workers can sit on the sidelines of conversation (as beginners) and listen-in, perhaps 

make a connection to have a computer repaired, pick up information and gain exposure to 

terminology. Wc see R50 describe how co-workers actively solve ongoing technical 

prob!cms, share resources, and exchange stories of these activities. Drawing on Orr's terms, 

we see examples of the different narrative types, i.e. 

a) Expressions of identities and community, e.g. the discussion of the "Harley" man; the 
discussion of the liveliness of the "smoke shack". R50 seems to take delixht in the 
broken stereotypes of people who leam about computers without training, and 
computer expertise in the form of long-haired, motorcycle driving chemical worker. 

b) Consultation amono members and problem diaenoses, e.g. sharing information on 
hardware, the latest soft-ware; physical upgrading of computer. 

c) Was stories, e.g. the story of conflict in the consumer role when purchasing a 
computer. 

It is important that we note in each of the above examples of narrative types that, in fact, 

there is no machine physically involved in the interaction yet "learning" about computers is 

still going on. This highlights the relevance of Lave and Wenger's (1991) distinction between 

"talking within" practice and "talking about" practice. Once again, we see an important 

distinction that most survey-based computer access/use research fails to consider: that a 

significant computer learning is done without a computer present. A interviewee like R50, 

for example, might have difficulty in detailing the amount of time he has spent learning 

'See more extensive discussion of this in Chapter 10 where 1 outline the material structures of 
computer use and access in working-class l~ouseholds. 



computers as it is so diflusc and integrated within a range of practices, and he would 

probably not register as an active computer learner in large-scale surveys, though clearly he 

Another important function of oral culture in working-class computer learning was its 

central role in the coordination of learning resources and opportunities. In these data, talk 

was the n~ost important form of learning interaction (as opposed to reading a book, television, 

etc.) and rivalled, in many cases, use of computer itself on the basis of time spent talking 

about or talking within the course of computer-mediated practice. Here an auto worker 

describes a feature of oral culture and outlines the range of artifact/resources typically 

involved in these computer learning practices. He begins by discussing the different 

information resources he uses to learn computers. 

To get information, I fa, I e-mail. I've e-mailed the Toronto Sun. I wanted to find 
out about a certain progrogram on the market called SoftRam. Actually, I fold my buddy 
at work - you know because [the buddy] wasn't on the Internet, he was going through 
me - that I e-mailed the newspaper. This was about a month-and-a-half ago. The 
guys at work kept asking me, 'Did you get an answer yet?' I said, 'No. They're 
probably so busy.' So I figured, well, I had written it off. I even went to the guys, I 
says, 'I don't expect anything anymore. I really don't. So, you know, if you ask me, 
you know, I'm just gonna keep saying I've written them off.' (R5) 

Viewed as a network of learners, we see how information is shared and developed more fully. 

Even the question itself (about the software) was generated in the context of group interests 

and discussion. Information from newspapers, e-mails, faxes, and other sources are woven 

together and discussed within an active oral culture rooted principally in the workplace. 

Resources of individual members of the network, such as a private Internet account come to 

be coUectivized resources. They are shared amongst group members based on some sense of 

mutuality and commitment which depend upon membership within the group. 

9.2 Talking for Participation 

Orr's work outlines how "[nlarrative forms a primary element of practice" (1996:2) in 

the knowledge production process amongst photocopier repair people. We've seen how oral 

culture is an important dimension of computer-learning activity generally, however here I 

want to discuss why this might be so. Amongst these in te~ewees ,  oral culture is the primary 



means of sharing, and in fact producing, experience. Oral culture plays a ma.jor role in 

making practices coherent and in organizing people's consciousness which in t u n  produces 

knowledge and understanding of practice. Focussing on a group of specilic people, Orr 

comments: 

To preserve the understandings they create from such situations, the technicians pool 
their knowledgc. They share what they know, telling each other about new fxes they 
have found or strange new problems they have encountered. When they have been 
working on each othcr's machines, they tell what they have done and what the 
machine needs. Given that they all work on each other's machines, there is no 
incentive to keep information private and every reason to see that the other 
technicians have all relevant knowledge. (Orr, 1996160) 

Orr outlines how the possibility of incentives and disincentives for engaging in certain forms 

of participation are conditioned by the basic structures of paid work amongst the photocopy 

repair people, and emphasize the fact that organizational structures of work are also the 

organizational structures for learning. In the workplace in particular, a capitalist labour 

process is also a capitalist learning process. The computer learning I've investigated amongst 

the working-class interviewees is not related to the workplace in the same way that 

photocopier repair work is.' The computer learning per se is largely incidental to the labour 

process and only plays a par1 in people's overall computer learning activity. Nevertheless, 

language - and specifically a specialized technical language - is required for participation. A 

major problem that must be overcome when learning is rooted in the interstitial realms of 

institutional life and does not revolve around written sources, expert sources or classrooms is 

finding a way to deal with exclusive, technical languages computer learning tends to require. 

Building on the account offered by the auto worker (R5) above, we can see the type of 

role that language plays in his learning. It is a fundamental element of the problem solving 

process, for example, in the case of electronic mail software. He outlines, even in his attempt 

to talk to me in the interview, the need to come to grips with a new language in order to 

40f  course, Uie role of computers in the lives of clerical workers is different again. Most clerical 
workers had very low interest in pursuing computing for computing sake in the same way the manufacturing 
workers (male and female) seemed to. If there is a gender& suucture to a technological perspective as, for 
example, Hacker (1990) and Cockbum (1985) suggest (and there seems to be though it is not highlighted 
particularly well in this research), it appears to be mediated by occupation. 
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continue to engage in activc group learning process, and then he describes trying to solve a 

problem without drawing on his computer-learning network. 

I knew I was on the right track, but, you see, I didn't know what the system actually 
used to retrieve the mail, so that's where I was making my mistake. I just didn't know 
the words that they used. And the guys they would tell me, "Yeah, they're keeping it 
simple. Just pul 'mail'. 
So it's almost learning a little language, eh? 
Well, basically. Yeah, you have to know what the, like if1 would hdve actually either 
e-mailed somebody and told him, "What's your, you know, whatever the thing is 
cnlled?" He could have told me right off the bat, but I was trying without asking him 
plus I didn't know ivhot to say. And I did try it wlthout asking him. And I couldn't 
get it and I was trymg this and trying that, so when I talked to h i ,  okay, then I asked. 
Well, it would be lime if it was cut and dried. 
Yeah. Or somebody telling you. 
Yeah. So I talked to Chrs about that. Well, not that one about the sending. We 
figured it out before because, again, he's the one that told me about it. And that's how 
we figured it out: we're playing like that. So, actually, 1 sent a message to myself to 
see if it worked. 
Oh, yeah. Sure. So to see if it comes back. 
Yeah, you see. So that's one thmg that we tigured out. There's still a lot of things I 
haven'l figured out, because, you know, no manuuls or nothing, so it's kind of hard. 
(R5) 

Interspersed in the account, we see assorted allusions to the mutual relations in activity, e.g. 

"that's how we figured it out: we're playing like that" (R5), and the highly interactive nature 

of these activity systems generally. The auto parts worker "James" (R4a) discussed earlier, 

outlines the importance of language to his learning in a different way. Like most 

interviewees who owned a home computer, it was at the computer store that the importance 

of language in computer learning, specifically 'talking about' computers, was made clear. 

James discusses how his workplace injury actually opened up the opportunity to pursue an 

emerging interest he and co-workers had begun to express. 

Well, anyways, I was sitting around here and I had nothii' to do, and I said, 'Well, 
maybe we should buy a computer.' And then one day and my wife says, 'We'll go 
looking and ask.' So one day I just went and I hopped in the car and I was on crutches 
and right away went into Hamilton and I looked at this store and that store and they're 
talking RAM and ROM and, you know, mega-bytes, and all this kind of stuff, and 
mega-hertz, and I didn't know what the hell they were talking about. (R4a) 



Phrases like "What's your, you know, whatever the thing is called?'(R5) or not knowing 

"what the hell they were talking about" (R4a), demonstrate how fundamental orality is for 

computer learning practice amongst these interviewees. 

Another feature of the use of technical languages within computer learning activity 

that was common amongst interviewees was the dissolution of a technical problem into one 

more easily understood (and solvable) through the use of analogy or metaphor. These 

devices aided "gap-closing" procedures (Lave, 1988) and expanded understanding of abstract, 

technical issues. Lave's (1988) discussion of how grocery shoppers use a series of gap- 

closing procedures to transform problems of pure arithmetic into ones that can be solved 

parallels the practices of the computer learners in this research. Amongst interviewees, such 

procedures were required to come to grips with technical language, and in turn allowed 

continued engagement in learning and participation in activity in new, more advanced ways. 

Interviewees used these procedures in comparing how different programs ran on dierent  

machines. They used the performance of software (something immediately available to one's 

sense in terms of timing, visuals, colours, sound, and so on) on particular hardware as one 

means of discussing and coming to grips with more abstract technical issues of processor 

speed and frequencies, monitor type, the distinctions between different sound and video 

cards, and so on. However, this type of comparative process is not done individually hut in 

groups that share software often and continually re-engage to 'talk about' computers in places 

like the "smokc-shack. Technical problems are dissolved into a form more available for the 

group's shared understanding which was developed outside any formal training, legitimate 

expert and so on. James, for example, uses this type of gap-closing procedure when he 

dissolves a technical d e f ~ t i o n  of a video card into the differentiated performance of a 

computer game. 

For me to, well, okay, ummm. Do you know "Links GolfCourse" [software]? For 
me to run it on my computer takes about a minute to draw the picture. Jack's runs it 
in ten seconds. These computers are perfectly graphic, eh? They're much faster and 
better -- that's a better video cards now than I had. (R4a) 

Ongoing, shifting participation in computer-mediated practice depends on the ability of 

people to produce interaction with each other. In the context of the specific working-class 



learning habitus which disposes people toward certain approaches to learning activity largely 

outside classrooms, we see that coming to grips with exclusive technical languages is a 

central challenge to ongoing participation. Procedures such as "gap-closing" are useful but 

rely on shared experiences as well as stable and familiar group interaction. 

9.3 Crashes, Blue-Prints and Rip-offs: Oral Artifacts and Situated Computer 
Learning 

Lave and Wenger draw on the work o f  Jordan (1989) on the collaborative knowledge 

production process in midwifery to discuss the relationship between oral culture and learning. 

They draw attention LO the functions of  oral artifacts or "stories": 

What happens is that as difficulties o f  one kind or another develop, stories o f  similar 
cases are offered up by the attendants [at the birthing], all of  whom, it should be 
remembered, are experts, having themselves given birth. In the ways in which these 
stories are treated, elaborated, ignored, taken up, characterized as typical and so on, 
the collaborative work of  deciding on the present case is done .... These stories, then, 
are packages o f  situated knowledge ... To acquire a store o f  appropriate stories and, 
even more importantly, to know what are appropriate occasions for telling them, is 
then part o f  what it means to become a midwife. (Lave and Wenger 1991:108) 

Similarly, in Orr's work the notion of  a "war story", the creation of  a coherent description o f  a 

troubled machine, is an inlportant element o f  the collectively produced discourse o f  practice 

that is at the same time a means o f  knowledge storage and transmission. Such stories are the 

primary means through which knowledge can be seen as a socially distributed resource 

diffused through an oral culture. These oral artifacts are, in Orr's words, "the medium 

through which [workerllearners] preserve their hard-won knowledge" (p.148). Story telling 

is a means o f  boasting and idle amusement, themselves a means o f  fmding and producing 

"membership" and a (subject) position from which to enter interaction in the particular frame 

of activity. The stories that are told define and re-define the values and norms o f  the group. 

And, story-telling is also a means o f  knowledge storage, transmission and development. In 

the context o f  photocopier repair people Orr tells us, 

Each episode o f  machine repair is built on shared knowledge o f  earlier successes and 
failures, and the stories that the technicians tell circulate that knowledge. The stories 
also celebrate the technicians' mastery o f  the complex and sometimes obscure 
interaction between technicians, customers, and machines, while acknowledging the 



contingent and temporary nature of their success. (Orr, 1996:2) 

The narratives of interviewees in this research dealt with computer learning but also 

served to express experience of everyday class life. To understand how stories express and in 

turn help to produce class lil'e, take this example of a story which I encountered in several 

different sets of interviews. It is a story that seems to express a shared consciousness 

amongst workers of a form of workplace re-organization that have swept across North 

America over the last decade and a half called "Lean Produ~tion".~ In this re-organization 

strategy company's capitalize on a growing reserve army of unemployed to demand even 

greater work intensification and rationahation. It is told to me in response to a question 

about the role of computer learning in getting and keeping a decent job. It attempts to 

explain why there seem to be so many unemployed workers while at the same time those 

employed are being over-worked. 

R: The only way I can tell you to honestly understand that whole concept that I said was, 
on Saturday mornings there used to be a cartoon, and it was about a shoe factory, and 
the cobbler was cobbling away and the mice would come in and make the fucking 
shoes and then they go through the whole thing. It's a cartoon, but it's saying exactly 
what is happening today, and so the little cobbler has to move out of his little comer 
store, no bigger than a barber shop, and he's got the big building and the car and 
everybody's making money, but sooner or later that all has to crash, but the reason 
we're working overtime is sort of that way. The bottom line is that they do not want 
to hire people because they've got to pay the benefits and everything else, but they 
need more ... [and] the worst they ever brought in was this just-in-time. 

I: Tell me about that. 
R: 'Just-in-time almost'? It means that you're supposed to have the parts when you're 

supposed to get the parts and we never get the parts when we're supposed to, so and 
they won't put any on skids to make a day's supply ahead of time. They just run 
exactly what they need so then when ... (R17a) 

This narrative presents a great deal of information about relatively complex and contradictory 

relationships, perspectives, and feelings that describe the production process from a working- 

class standpoint (i.e. the "mice"). The interviewee also uses this as a device to integrate more 

speclfic topics including subordination in the labour process, unemployment and excessive 

%ee Mocdy (1997) for a recent discussion of lhis process from the standpoint of workers. 



overtime, and even what he calls "just-ul-tune alrn~st''~ production methods in an industrial 

workplace. The story is a device which has as its core a class message but which can be 

supplemented with other spccific information. A chemical worker (R48a) remarked on the 

same cartoon to dispute the way that management wishes to view workers and management 

as a team. The same core, class message is supplemented by particular local issues through 

the use o f  a story as a tool for expressing standpoint, exchanging information and learning. 

In terms o f  computer learning specifically, it was striking that across different 

interviewees ,and different Cactories, homcs, and so on, very siniiar stories emerged that 

revolved around buying, using and expressing membership and identity through computer- 

mediated orality. Like the mice in the shoe factory story above, these narratives functioned, 

fist, to transmit knowledge and experience within (and between articulating) activity 

systems, and second, to mark a particular standpoint in the social world o f  computer- 

mediated consumption, distribution and production processes. As an example o f  the first 

type or story we have the computer "crush": a narrative on some infirnous collapse o f  a 

group member's computer system. However, as Orr and others emphasize, it is as much the 

context o f  the telling, i.e. the place it holds in situated interaction, as it is the facts themselves 

that defines meaning and function as a linguistic device. I asked this auto worker what kind 

o f  computer learning he was engaged in and how he preferred to learn and, like other 

interviewees, he launched into an example o f  battling a "crash to explain his practices 

generally. 

R: ... this week, or I'd say the last month, I loaded my computer up so much, I kept on 
putting software in, software in, software in and I ran into a problem. It was running 
so slow because there was so much in there that I felt I could fix it. I installed some 
new software and the system got slower, then I installed Windows 95 and then the 
system crashed. Actually when you phoned, I had formatted my hard drive and I've 
now just installed the basics again and I'm right back to the beginning. 

I: Did you lose some things? 
R: I lost everything. Basically, I've got a 420 hard drive and I was up to 400. T o  get 

6"Just-in-~ime" (JIT) production is an integral part of the Japanese-inspired "Quality" (see Wood, 
1989; Robertson and Wareh,m, 1987 for a critical discussion), and as it was to be developed into the "Total 
Quality Management", produclion process. It reduces inventory overhead costs, attempts to integrate a fum 
with its suppliers, and make it easier to change production specifications. Thus reference to JIT is an 
expression of a complex model of industrial production. 



Windows in, I had to dump 100. Actually I was just working on it, I t h i  I got about 
350 or 340 open right now. AU I have in there is just Windows, Microsoft Works, 
Quickcn. 

I: So what are your plans? 
R: Well I'm basically going to run on CD rom now I think, like for the kids games, 

instead of loading them all into the computer on the hard-drive I'm going to switch to 
just a CD Rom as a new method, keep them all stored on CD Rom. I actually have 
two CD's and they total about 40 games on the two CDs. Different ones, educational 
or little fun games you know, where you can shoot and blast everyone. Other then 
that I'm not going to bother loading this stuff on anymore. Because I made up a menu 
and I also made up a autoexecbat where you could go and you could run a normal 
autoexecbat or you could make a gamcs autoexecbat so it was like a boot system and 
they would go gamcs and it would launch itself and it would boot itself up and it 
would come up with all the games and you would just pick from the games so, it ran 
good Tor a bit hut like I said I almost crashed the system. (R16) 

This "crash" story was the means of discussing this interviewee's learning and current 

knowledge, as well as my nmns of learning about his practice. This was a story he not only 

told to me but one which he used in conversation with others to discuss the features and 

functions of his hard and soft-ware. The story itself, specifically placed in various 

interaction, becomes a tool in the learning process. The practice is type of trial and error 

approach, but one that is in fact well supported through his network of co-workers, family 

relations including his wire's range of contacts and experiences. This fellow had even 

developed an online conncction, exchanging e-mails with one of his wife's school teachers 

who was a computer enthusiast. More importantly, however, the story summarizes the 

knowledge and experience the interviewee has developed in computer-mediated practice. It 

is perhaps more than coincidence that a co-worker (of R16's) in expressing how he learns 

about computers and why he enjoys the process refers to this particular "crash explicitly. I 

asked him if he en.joyed computers and why, and this was his explanation. 

R: Oh, yeah. I en.joy it. I really en.joy it now. At the beginning I was very terrified of 
computers. But, you know, after awhile you get more comfortable with it. That's 
how you learn. Talking with the guys, like I say. I talked a lot to Steve about it. Did 
you hear Steve crashed his machine. 

I: Yeah? Recently? ... 
R: Oh yeah, it was a real mess... (R5) 

A description of the problems follows, and we get an actual example of the use of a war 



story. The story, a form of' 'talking about' computers, is a linguistic device that captures and 

expresses computer-bascd problems and practices even without the presence of a computer. 

Another device closely related to thc war story yet different in some ways involves the 

use of analogy. The one that appeared to be the most popular amongst interviewees was the 

comparison of computer programming language and computer architccture and protocols to 

the blue-prints and physical lay-out of a house. As Orr documented amongst the photocopier 

repair people: "a failed diagnosis is a failure to construct an adequate account of the problem" 

(1996:123). Analogies such as the "blue-print" serve the purpose of shifting the context of 

the problem towards more recognizable forms of practice, the vision of rooms in home, with 

which the learner is more immediately familiar. This is yet another form of a "gap-closing" 

procedure that is socially organized as a form of oral tool-mediation. I asked this interviewee 

how hc f rs t  learned about computer programming language when it seems to difficult to 

even begin to understand without some sort of course or manual. 

R: The way I was vaught was: There's a computer; now you turn it on. That's like just 
coming in your back door of your house and you turn the key to come in your back 
door. First of all, you have to open it. Alright, so you turn it on. Alright. Now the 
doors open and you're there. There's the room, alright? Now if you want to proceed 
into that room, okay, well, you want to go in the kitchen - that's through your BIOS 
into your DOS basc, okay? So you want to go into your DOS say. Then from your 
DOS, oh, you want to go into the bathroom, but the bathroom is. say, a spreadsheet 
like Quicken. For an example, okay? So the door's locked. You can't get in there, so 
you gotta know the key to Quicken. Okay? And around and then you come back out, 
you have to close the door behind yon and exit that to go to the dining room, to the 
living room, to the bedroom. Okay? Then to come downstairs to the basement, to go 
to the laundry room to whatever. Like that's the way I was taught. Like you said, 
'Now, hey, but you gotta know the key to get in.' 

I: You solve the problems as they come up that way? 
R: Yeah. But now the key is no good, so you have to make a new key, right? Or 

something like that. And it just keep adding to it, alright? And then you've moved 
into a new neighbourhood. It's just a road map and that. That's how Rick told me, 
"Okay. That's the easiest terminology". He said, "Okay, when you go in your house, 
now you've gotta have the key to get in. That's turning it on. That's you're in the 
door. Then each room has its own key and you have to know that key to get into that 
room and how to change from the bedroom to the bathroom without going through 
the living room, the dining room, and down the hall. So it's all just using keys ... 
That's how Ileum. (R4a) 



We see a type of analogy that acts as a lneans for participation with the technology, with an 

exclusive technical language, and ultimately with a group of co-learners. Like the story, 

these analogies are an expandable (e.g. now "you've moved into a new neighbourhood"), 

living oral artifact. As the worker said above, "you just keep adding to it". They are also 

tailored to the specific context of the co-learners. 

Another key 'war story' I encountered in these interview data dealt with the topic of 

purchasing a home computer. It is the type of story that I'll call the "rip-off'. It emerges from 

the nexus of working-class technological common-sense, class learning habitus, the fears and 

anxieties of keepinglgetting a job, limited fmancial resources and so on. These concerns and 

dispositions are then thrust into the logic of commissioned sales people, technical languages 

and questionable honesty in the local computer shop. In virtually every interview a story of 

the need for nctworks and 'trusted' informal information sources in the context of home 

computer purchasing was mentioned. This experience was, in fact, often the core 'goal- 

orientation' (as in the conscious object of activity) of the computer learning in its initial 

phases. This computer novice who we heard from earlier in the chapter describes how the 

help of his friends and co-workers in the "smoke shack" would be needed to avoid being 

ripped off at a computer store. 

I: So some guys would be able to steer you a little bit about buying a computer or/ 
R: Yeah, for my needs. L i e  we got one guy there who just got a computer and what he 

got is way too much for me. He got his programmed in Austin, Texas somewhere. 
He went into it big time. 

I: So they can get pretty pricey eh? 
R: Yeah, he paid about $5800 for his, the one I'm looking at is about 22,23 grand. 
I: I got a computer and I paid about $1 100. You ever think of cost in terms of updating? 
R: That's what I'm doing, I went to the Future Shop and I talked to guys and you know 

they have to make a sale, that's their job, and we almost bought a certain one and got 
ripped off, but theti K said no, let's just buy what Ron told us. So I said to the sales 
guy write everything down that this computer can do and I brought it back and went 
to work that night, and some different guys took a look at it. Now do I really need 
this, you know, what do I need a fax for? I don't need fax. I don't need voice. Why 
would I need voice on mine? You know stuff like that, you know, 'Don't get the 
computer updated to 16 megs'. So I'm still pretty dense about computers but I'm 
learning. (R50) 

Although people used these networks to save money, these were not only instmmental 



expressions of social relationships aimed at saving a buck. In the context of the telling, this 

and other stories were expressions of socid connection, mutuality and opportunity to learn 

translated into oral artsact and circul-ted in social networks. These collective responses 

express a culturally conditioned reaction to persistent material constraints experienced from a 

working-class standpoint. They express elements of the working-class technological 

common sense in which anxious and sometimes fearful learners (fearing not computers 

the~nselves but rather how they seem to stand ovcr their lives) with limited resources (often 

buying computers on a monthly payment system) are forced to face uncertainties in the 

computer store. These experiences, to the degree they express coordinated social patterns, 

organize consciousness and are entered into contradictory forms of embodiment such as 

described by terms like 'common sense' and 'habitus'. 

9.4 Talking, Participation and Membership in Working-class Computer Learning 
Networks 

Lave and Wenger (1991) claim that participation and 'movement' toward more skilled 

practice includes one's "increasing sense of identity as master practitioner" (1991:ll 

Indeed, they argue that, 

... from the perspective we have developed here, learning and a sense of identity are 
inseparable: they are aspects of the same phenomenon .... This idea of 
identityhembership is strongly tied to a conception of motivation. If the person is 
both member of a community and agent of activity, the concept of the person closely 
links meaning and action in the world. (Lavc and Wenger, 1991:115, 1?2) 

Lave and Wenger's (1991) as well as Holland et al's (1998) discussion of "identity formation" 

among non-drinking alcoholics helps us to understand the intersection between communities 

of practice, oral cultures and identities-in-practice. Building on the work of Vygotsky as well 

as Bakhtin, the analysis offered by Holland et al. does not separate an abstracted notion of 

identities and sub.ject positions from their production in the course of ongoing material and 

linguistic practice. Reviewing basic Vygotskian principles, they comment, 

'The development of "identity" or personality was central to the original Vygotskian project in terms 
of child development. Leont'ev's discussion of personality is more general and as such more useful for in 
relation to notions of adult identity formation in the learning process as discussed by Lave and Wenger (1991). 



In the ordinary dcvelopment sequence proposed by the socio-historical approach, the 
child first interacts. the sign in concert with others. The interaction of the sign, for the 
child, is part of a behavioural sequence that may have no meaning in and of itself. It 
is likcly that relations of identities are borne in a similar way, in what 
phenomenologists used to call the natural attitude, the uninterrupted flow of everyday 
life. The meaning of actions rcmains transparent or taken for granted in the natural 
attitude, and responsc follows as a matter of course. The formation of identity in this 
posture is a byproduct of doing, of imitation and correction, and is profoundly 
embodied. (HoUand et al, 1998:138) 

The authors go on to say, 

the cultural figurings of selves, identities, and the figured worlds that constitute the 
horizon of their meaning against which they operate, are collective products. One can 
signifcantly re-orient one's own behaviour, and can even participate in the creation of 
new figured worlds and their possibilities for new selves, but one can engage in such 
play only asparr of u collective. One can never inhabit a world without at least the 
figural presence of others, of a social history in person. The space of authoring, of 
self-fashioning, remains a social and cultural space, no matter how intimately held it 
may become. And, it remains, more often than not, a contested space, a space of 
struggle. (my emphasis; Holland et al, 1998:282) 

Learning and the production of identity are integral to one another. They are essential, 

inherent components of activity, and cannot be meaningfi~lly understood, Holland et al. point 

out, as individualistic enterprises. Though it is clear that, people retain individual, subjective 

feelings and orientations, it is only in the social expression of them that they take on their 

meaning. Understanding how we participate with others (i.e. how we learn), then, must 

include the process in which our identities as participants are formed and reformed. 

In these interview data, the basic "learning identities" that people produced and used 

to produce their ongoing activity were what I've been calling a class learning habitus. As 

we've seen in previous chapters, these general forms of identities-in-practice (Holland et al, 

1998) were at times vague, but nevertheless detectable. One surprisingly common expression 

of standpoint and identity, however, actually involves a common narrative which expresses 

class standpoints in relation to a company and its support for employees' computer learning. 

It was a form of 'talking about' computers and a "war story" which celebrates a type of 

identity by constmcting workers as reasonable people who have practical solutions to 

workplace problems. At the same time, the story expresses the fact that workers continue to 



be caught in hierarchical relations of the workplace in which management is, in the end, 

described as largely unreasonable and unthinking. As one auto parts worker explained to me: 

So this leads me back to the conversation me and you had at the plant. Why don't the 
company when they get rid of their computers upstairs, put them so the guys at work 
can bring them home, and I asked the supervisor about that and he said that what they 
do with those computers is send them to the shipping docks. Like that's where they 
go, because the environment is so bad there, with the dust and the dirt and the grime 
that they wear out very quickly. so when the get too worn-out upstairs, they move 
them out there to save themselves a little bit of money. So he says to me, 'No, they're 
not going to give the computers away for a ridiculous price to the employees.' He 
says, 'I can't even get one. I've been trying to talk them into getting me one so I could 
have it at home and I could do a majority of my work at home, but they do not want to 
do that.' He even told them he'd pay for it, so he could do some work at home. I even 
put it in the suggestion box, tried to get it but the company won't even go for it. 
(R17a) 

What is clear within the structure of this story is that in the context of computer learning and 

worker's desire to upgrade lheir skills, the company is portrayed as adversarial and short- 

sighted. Other interviewees, in other workplaces told remarkably similar stories about how 

workers wish to become more computer literate by p a r t n e ~ g  with the company yet the 

company refuses. In an unrecorded conversation with another worker, I was told a detailed 

story of how management would rather see the computers in the garbage bin than given to the 

worker. The story used rich imagery of how workers at the plant would love to purchase the 

company's second-hand computers but that instead these machines would be thrown out. It 

emphasizes a clash of values, interests and perspectives. The story is punctuated, I remember 

noting, with the description of the second hand computers in the trash with an 'iron bar 

smashed through the screen'. In a recorded interview, yet another worker, this time at a 

chemical factory, explains a version of the story this way: 

We tried to tell the company that workers will learn stuff together on their own at 
home, so why don't the company offer us rebates on home computers we buy, because 
what you'd be doing would be beneficial for them too right, and it's that much less 
training that they have to do, but they said no. See their general attitude is that they're 
trying to run something but they want to put the responsibility for it on the worker. 
(R30) 

This story captures and expresses a standpoint that is stored and transmitted orally amongst 



working people which exprcsses relationships of social class, and contributes to the ongoing 

production of identities-in-practice as well as class relations in the context of people's overall 

computer learning practice. 

The stories that circulate amongst these learning networks can be seen to deliver more 

than simple information and make technical languages decipherable, they circulate and 

contribute to the development of a sense of the social world and one's place in it. They 

express positions in sphcrcs of production, which are based on low levels of discretionary 

control and a type of adversarial relationship to miinagement which is muted at times and 

more pronounced at othcrs. These stories express a position in the sphere of consumption as 

with the need to carefully consider the purchase of a home-computer, and to deal with 

"crashes" alone and within the informal network. And, these stories express a position in a 

competitive labour market and relatively insecure employment. In general, they are a tool for 

learning, and offer a computer-based mrrative on the contradictions and symbolic struggles 

inherent in working-class lil'c in technologically advanced, capitalist society. 

9.5 Summary 

In this chapter I cxamined the unique role of orality in the process of computer 

learning. Julian Orr's work (1996) served as a point of departure from which we examined 

the various dimensions of narrative in thc practices that interviewees described. Lave and 

Wenger's (1991) notions of "talking about" and "talking within" learning practice are 

developed in Om where we see discussion of three types ofnarratives: those dealing with 

identity and community; those dealing with consultation and problem diagnosis; and, a form 

of story-telling Orr called "war stories". Each of these were seen to describe types of oral 

culture that were fundamental to the functioning of computer-mediated activities. 

Specifically, we saw that computer learning in the everyday goes on in a variety of 

spheres of activity in absence of an actual computer. We saw oral communication as the 

central, coordinating resource for interviewees' learning, and I outlined the types of 

collaborative oral artifacts people produce and use to learn. Specific "war stories" such as the 

"computer crash were examined, as was the use of analogies such as the "blue-print" which 

parallelled Lave's (1988) notion of a "gap-closing" procedure. However, orality was more 



than simply a means for transmitting information, it also contributed to the formation of 

group "membership" and identity which served to ground ongoing learning networks and the 

modes of sharing and mutuality on which they are based. Not just anybody could drop into 

the network of workers talking computers and enjoying their break in the various "smoke 

shacks" described by inlerviewees. These elements of group membership (tight group 

membership and informal, mutualistic relations of learning) were, 1 suggested, a part of a 

working-class learning habitus. 

More generally, working-class dimensions of these oral learning practices were 

expressed in the many of the narratives and "war stories" thcmselves. Building on the 

arguments presented in earlier chapters, the specik  forms of oral transmission and storage of 

computer skill and knowledge appear to be elements of a working-class learning habitus. 

Oral cultures arc never neutral, but rather are always produced from particular social 

standpoints. Specific lingguntic devices and artifacts express meaning that highlights specific 

relationships and helps to further develop certain activities, such as computer learning. as 

well as specfic perspectives and dispositions. 



Chapter 10 
The Material Structures of Working-Class 

Computer Learning 

Moving beyond a focus on the function of a basic set of cognitive-physical features of 

the human body, Vygotsky taught us that learning practice occurs wherever there is socio- 

cultural participation. At the same time, however, we've seen that this does not mean that 

everyone participates in the same way, from the same standpoint, or with an equal degree of 

discretion. In this context we can see that "learning opporturtities" can be understood as a 

complex issue with social, historical and material determinants. In adult education literature 

the body of work that is devoted to the notion of structures of opportunity is known as 

Participation in Adult Education (PAE) research. This research has produced one of the most 

stable dynamics in educational social science to date, namely, the "them who has - gets" 

phenomenon. Those who already have access to learning and education tend to get greater 

access over time. Beginning with turn-of-the-century scholarship including The 1919 Report 

(1919/1980) in the U.K., this research literature has told us that the structure of adult learning 

is consistently and closely related to social class. Courtney summarizes the literature this 

way: 

Those who have not completed high school and those who occupy manual, blue-collar 
occupations are far less likely to be represented among the ranks of the educutionaUy 
participating. It is a phenomenon whose socio-economic structure has hardly altered 
since the fust systematic surveys documented the relationship in the late 1920's. 
(Courtney 1992:5)' 

In the majority of PAE research however learning is conceptualized narrowly. To date, there 

has been little empirically-grounded adult learning research interested in the structures of 

participation and opportunity for learning outside of classrooms where the inte~iewees in 

this research do so much of their learning. 

Below, I discuss the material structures of the computer learning that working people 

'~ecen t  large-scale survey (Livingslone, 1999) of adult informal learning in Canada has suggested that 
this gap may beclosing somewhat. However whether thisclosing is related tochangesin actualpracti&s, orrelated 
to changing conceptualization of learning (conceiving of learning more broadly) is unclear at this time. 



carry out in their everyday lives. Practice, as I've used it throughout the research, is defmed 

as what the body does as it moves through space and time. However, it is virtually 

meaningless in itself. These bodies encounters and depends on tools which, from the 

standpoint of subordinate groups such as the working-class, are not typically suited to their 

needs directly, and in fact emerge from social relations that are historically antagonistic to 

them. To begin to envision the factors I want to consider here, consider a typical scene of the 

working-class computer learning that I've described so liar in this research. It is a scene in 

which people congregate at various times in a person's basement in order to exchange 

software, repair hardware and build customized computers vis-i-vis a loose network which 

has arisen from relations on the factory floor or the neighbourhood. These learning 

encounters often involve a computer (and the surplus hnds to purchase it; the space keep it; 

the space to work at it), the electricity to keep the computer running, the time needed to 

partake in the activity outside the time needed to reproduce one's own labour power and to 

sell one's labour power, and so on. Each and every one of these features express resources of 

time, money, space and human energy, and are constituted in patterned ways in relations of 

production, the wages it may or may not pay, in the division of labour in the home, as well as 

in the broader political economy. In addition, the specific ways resources are used, the way 

they are organized, the purposes towards which they are directed, and the myriad of choices 

bound up in them are generated not by a general, universalized subject, but a person who 

operates from a specific social standpoint in the world. 

Issues of material access and use of computer technology have been linked to issues 

of socio-economic differences in a variety of ways. Expanding our consideration of access 

and usage of computers globally we see how these technologies are linked with a variety of 

differences in people's social and material power. Hariharan, for example, tells us that India 

(with a population larger than North, Central, South America and the Caribbean combined) 

lies on the brink of a "digital abyss" in which over 95% of its population could not use 

computer (even if they could attain access) as no operating systems are available in their 

language. More than two-thirds of the world has never made a phone call and, that 

"MicroSoft's Windows operating system is available only in 30 of the 6,000 languages that 



exist in the world" (Hariharan, 1999:3). In the US, Quik tells us that in term of computer 

access and usc we are seeing a clear "racial divide" as well 

Among high-school and college students, 73% of white students interviewed in a new 
study had a computer at home -just 32% of black students had one. Even when just 
looking at households with incomes below $40,00O/yr, whites are still twice as likely 
as blacks to own a computer. Nielsen Media Research interviewed 5,813 randomly 
selected people from December 1996 through January 1997. White students are siu 
times as likely to find alternative ways to access the Internet if they do not own a 
computer ... [Nlot only do we have a problem with the status of technology in schools, 
but it's also a problcm in our communities. (Quik, 1998:BlO) 

Closer to home in Canada, Livingstone (1997) outlines that, 

There is now a danger of a new technocratic elite being generated by the greater 
access to home computers by kids in affluent families ... [Klids from the most affluent 
families are generally about twice as likely to have home access and be adept 
computer users as those from the poorest families. (p.107) 

In these examples we can see that the social organization of society and specifically the 

coordination of social Me that produces its major social divisions plays a serious role in 

material access to computers, the development of software as well as the process of computer 

learning itself. 

Whiie not all the forces that affect working-class computer activity are material, it is 

the basic material structures of this activity that are the focus of this chapter. These material 

structures relate directly to a more critical formulation of "learning opportunities". By 

material structures I refer to those factors that shape the possibilities of working-class 

computer-mediated practice by regulating people's basic material resources including their 

time, space and physical energies. To do this I examine such themes as the political 

economic structure of the working-class household, its relationship to gender relations, 

declining wage levels and the rise of the dual income in working-class homes as features of 

computer-based practices. I also examine issues of home computer ownership and an 

important report in the Canadian context by Nakhaie and Pike (1998). Finally, I point to the 

art of "making do" which seems to elude so much of the computer accesdusage literature, 

and helps us understand how people work within structures of class society. 



10.1 The Structure of Time, Space and Human Energy in Home-based Computer 
Learning 

The class-based distribution of time, space and human energy for computer learning 

depends on access to decent wages, affordable housing, and child-care. Computer learning 

can also be related to the organization of paid-work that expands or narrows discretionary 

experience and participation in the workplace. The computer-mediated labour process can 

make it easy to use a computer, but at the same time hard to actually engage in computer 

learning. 

In her studies of working-class households in the United States, Worlds of Pain 

(1973) and then with her follow up book Families on the Fault L i e  (1994), Lillian Rubin 

draws a connection betwecn the decline in real wages and the rise of the dual income 

household with the distribution of discretionary time for women in the last quarter century. 

Her analysis highlights the constraints imposed on working-class households. Likewise in 

this research, it was working-class women that shouldered the brunt of these constraints. It 

was common, particularly  among the working women, to hear descriptions of just how 

difficult it was to find available space in the day for any sort of discretionary activity. In this 

interview, for example, an auto parts worker talks about the way her typical day is structured. 

She must battle with her partner in the home for help with household work. She must 

squeeze in time late at night when everyone else has gone to bed to study for her exams, and 

if she should wish to do some extra reading, she fits it into the bus ride to and from the 

factory. 

I read anything and everything: popular mechanics, biographies, and trash. I like to 
read ... I have a really cramped time, so many things I love to do, but I have the 
children, I get up at 5:00, don't get home until 5:00, so by the time supper's cooked, 
and I've played with kids, and get 8 hours sleep--I'm really squeezed for time. I have 
to read on the bus. [But] what do you say is learning? Outside a formal course? I do 
all kinds of things with the kids ... [For women] to continue our education in the 
evening is such an inconvenience for everyone - we're suffering with guilt, the 
children are sick, he's not a great caregiver. I'm wondering if he's looking .after the 
little one with a fever. I'm studying for exams. No cooperation from my partner ... For 
a lot of women, they need that support from a partner, or if they have workplace 
training, especially workplace training, if workplaces would just squeeze some time in 
and allow the employee's to learn, or take a day off and allow them to learn, or have 



more options for Saturday trainings, it would be a great help. Especially for women. 
(R58) 

The "especially for women" comment is an important message that this and other women 

workers discussed in this research. The material structure of "free-time" amongst 

interviewee's was heavily gendered. The comments above reiterate how important it is to 

generate time for workers to learn and enter into meaningful participatory relation with 

others. 

In terms of computer learning specifically, we can see that these same issues (i.e. the 

structures of time and space imposed by the organization of work, wages, the household, and 

so on) are also important. This female chemical worker describes the way that working-class 

life in and outside the factory overlap. She describes how she cannot get involved in many 

extra workplace functions such as training or trade union activities because of cramped 

hornelwork time. At 53 years old, she also seems to suggests that issues of age play some 

sort of role in available opportunity to obtain more rewarding and more secure work. None 

of us are "getting any younger" of course but from her standpoint as a working-class woman 

this translates into issues of opportunities which lead directly to discussions of computer 

learning. 

Basically I just go to work and do my 8 hours work, help out as much as I can, do my 
job and come home. I don't normally get involved in too much extra because I don't 
really have the time. Since I been with the company I'm not getting any younger ... 
We're all going to have to [learn computers]. Maybe I'll have to update it I don't 
know. I know I need to eet a orinter. but the rest of the stuff. I mean. I have the - .  . 
screen, I have the keyboard. Everything is there, it just depends on how much more I 
need to do. I should really sit down and do it, but then I can't sit down and relux and 
do something ifthere's something more important that I have to do. Like if1 had a lot 
of housework to do or if1 felt I had bills to pay that's more important to me that 
sitting at the computer because once I get my bills paid up, my mind is at ease I can 
go do it. (R12) 

Paying the bills, doing the housework and in some sense having one's mind at ease are 

essential components of engaged participation in activity. For working-class women they are 

also a function of specilk gendered relations of the household and workplace. This woman 

office worker, in fact the office worker profiled in part two of Chapter 6, cites similar issues. 



She reiterates the responsibility that women must typically take on for household work 

including caring for elderly parents on the one hand and grandchildren on the other. Together 

there is little opportunity for discretionary participation in computer learning. It is a stark 

contrast to the type of working-class networks, what we now must associate largely with 

working-class males, described earlier. 

R: It's just I don't have any free time. I don't think I would use [the computer]. 
I: Even now with your kids grown? 
R: It's hard to believe isn't it. I don't know. 
I: What takes up your free time? 
R: I don't know. I get frustrated about it. It's just that I've always got, well, with my 

mother being vety old and not well, I have to go over there a lot. And then there's my 
daughter and her kids. When I have free time, I like to help out there. And, my 
husband's mother, 'Oh Jesus, we really need to have her over'. Like stuff like that. 
Maybe I don't manage my time properly. Or you are just tired when you come home. 
That's number one, whereas you know years ago I wasn't so tired, when I was 
younger. That must be what it is because I had no problem, work, three kids, my 
grandmother was in a home and I went there almost every night. There was no 
problem. (R13a) 

Another female worker describes how she is very interested in computer courses at work in 

order to "upgrade" and perhaps move into more secure work of some kind. Like the woman 

quoted above, with primary responsibility for housework, her mind is not at ease until this is 

done and so learning about computers in the narrow gaps available in her day is made 

difficult. She goes on to outline, how the need to structure work and home life in a working 

family keeps her and her husband apart. 

I: Anything you'd bc interested in taking courses in at your work? 
R: Computer courses. Still thinking about it, but with the little one, and husband 

working every other weekend, it's difficult. An upgrade course or something .... [But] 
you're working to pay the hills. I look after daughter in the day, then my husband 
comes home and looks after her. I don't see my husband except every other weekend. 
Talk to him on the phone. Maybe that's why it's lasted so long [laughs]! When you're 
busy, it's impossible. Like right now, for me, no way. I could probably do it, but then 
there's certain things in the house that wouldn't get done. And I'm the type of person 
that has to have everything just organized! I can't leave it, I'll go bananas. (R42) 

The comments of these female workers reveal the degree to which gender, interwoven with 

class standpoints, play an important role in the material structure of discretionary time 



generally and in terms of computer learning practice specifically. Among male interviewees 

this tight weave of gender and class might not seem as strikingly apparent though it is 

nevertheless present (though viewed from a different standpoint in gender relations). Men 

did not typically citc resources, time, space and energy as a structuring factor in their learning 

in the same way as working-class women. Indeed, we must understand how the 

discretionary, solidaristic computer learning networks that men engaged in are partially a 

reverse image of the computer learning life of the working-class woman. For many of the 

male respondcnts, their free-time for computing in the neighbourhood and home was largely 

assumed. It simply appearcd, seemingly, out of thii-air rather than being a product of a 

specific household division of labour. It may also be the case that a large part of the reason 

that working-class women have such a difficult time engaging in computer learning is that, 

stemming from the type of constraints they experience on their discretionary time, they have 

little opportunity to build thc type of networks described in earlier chapters. This would be a 

more specific way of understanding how material constraints translate into patterns of 

learning opportunity and achievement. These gendered dimensions dove-tail with the class 

features of work, wages, careers, and so on, to produce a distinct gendered class standpoint 

within everyday computer learning practice. 

In their powerful and diverse craminations of the interlocking character of capitalism 

and patriarchy, Marxist-Feminists (e.g. Fiestonc, 1971; Sargent, 1981; Smith, 1985) outline 

how gender and class life provide interlocking support for one anothe? and indeed cement a 

type of hyper-exploitation within gendered-class relations. The material distributions of time, 

space and energy, more often than not, produce some possibilities for discretionary time in 

the home for working-class men while producing far fewer openings for working-class 

women. 

It is also important to note that a combii~tion of constraints is unique to, not merely 

gendered class standpoints but specific ethnic and racialized standpoints as well. Indeed, in 

' ~ . g .  "The family wage cemented the partnership between patriarchy and capital. Despite women's 
increased labor force participation, particularly rapid since World War 11. the family wage is still, we argue, the 
cornerstoneof the present sexual division oflabor - in which women are primarily responsible for housework and 
men primarily for wage work." (Hartmann, 1981:25) 



Sawchuk (1999a; also see Livingstone and Sawchuk, forthcoming) I outlined how race 

standpoints can also play an important role in learning practices and the material structure of 

opportunity. In that paper, I focussed on how relations of language, loosely coupled with 

ethnicity, structured everyday practice in the workplace, shared people's participation and 

advancement at the workplace, and how this in turn affects resources outside of paid-work, 

contributed to a racially segmented internal labour market, and so on. It was particularly 

interesting to note that the workplace I examined in Sawchuk (1999a) was multi-lingual on 

the shopfloor (where at least 8 different fist-languages were spoken) but not in the executive 

offices, company literature. official shopfloor communications and so on. Workers often 

gained fi~nctional literacy in a variety of languages by working side by side with one another, 

but english was imposed as the "languagc of production" (1999% 136-7). The relations of 

language at work as well as the dual labour market effects in which minorities become 

concentrated in particular scctors and occupational enclaves were important, inter-related 

features of the material structure of working-class life and learning activity. I continued on to 

descnbe the character of thc intersection of these racial standpoints with gendered and class 

standpoints specifically. Together this interlocking set of social differences produced a 

structure of opportunity for discretionary participation. While I contine my analysis primarily 

to class standpoints in this research, it is clear that the full investigation of the inter-section of 

multiple standpoints in activity provides room for future development of historical materialist 

analyses that look at the structure of learnmg life in an even broader context. 

10.2 The Structuring Effects of Home Computer Ownership 

Home computer ownership is an (not the only) important element of the material 

structure of working-class computer activity. Issues of private ownership of home computers 

depend upon an entire range of social relations which involve the distribution of material 

resources. Material structures are implicated in social class and computer use in an important 

article by Nakhaie and Pikc (1998) which analyses Statistics Canada's General Social Survey 

data. The authors note that the upper-classes tend to experience greater educational success 

and that, 

... educatio~al advantage translates into higher economic resources and cultural capital 



which ensures a higher rate of computer access and use. This finding is consistent 
with Bourdieu and his colleagues' view that education is a measure of cultural capital 
and that those with higher cultural capital are more likely to adopt the new technology 
and to integrate it in their strategy of reproduction. (1998:443) 

Similar to the PAE literature discussed at the outset, the authors suggest a 'them who has - 

gets' (1998:446) dynamic. They go further to comment on the computer learning experiences 

of the working-class: 

... some may have attended schools where computer facilities were limited; many 
would also not use computers on the job, and hence be less disposed to have them at 
home, especially since there would be no work-related connection. And of course, for 
those on limited incomes, there is always the question of the sheer cost barrier of 
buying and running a home computer. (1998:442-443) 

Nakhaie and Pike (1998) report statistically significant correlations between computer access, 

class origins and educational attainment as well as statistically significant correlations 

between home computer use, education attainment and occupation type (blue versus white 

collar3). 

Nakhaie and Pike (1998) go on to suggest that these fmdings contirm Bourdieu's 

notion of class reproduction by drawing on a model of cultural capital accumulation. You 

can recall that I was careful in Chaptcr 4 to separate Bourdieu's "existential analytics" from 

hi less satisfactory discussions of the character of cultural, educational and economic capital 

in fields of practice. Nakhaie and Pike's formulations unfortunately make use of some of the 

latter, weaker claims Bourdieu makes about the production of class life. While Nakhaie and 

Pike have presented an important 'snap-shot' of the social landscape in regard to the 

distribution of cotnputer accessluse, it is only a snap-shot and says little about actual 

practices, the meanings that sub.jects themselves make of their practice, or beyond the 

r~latively crude measures (education, income, etc.), the functioning of the various social 

standpoints that shape these practices in action. The social variables such as educational 

attainment, occupation, social origin arc such rough approximations that without important 

3~bough  citing a Bourdieuian influence, their model of class appears to be based on some variation of a 
WeberianlGiddens conceptualization (e.g. they fail to separate intellectuals from office workers Bom petty 
bourgeoisie. executive classes, etc.; their income cut off unfortunately fails to resolve this issue). 



clarification they are as mely to mislead as to inform. For example, Nakhaie and Pike (1998) 

make much of the different access/use levels amongst respondents but construct a general 

model of accessluse strictly around private use of home computers. In this research, whiie 

home computers are an important component of working-class computing they are certainly 

not the only way people learn about computers. As we've seen already, computer learning is 

not confined to any single sphere, but ovedaps and is actively integrated across the 

boundaries of different home, community and workplace. Even more novel to conventional 

computer accessluse literature, we have also seen that a good deal of learning goes on without 

a computer present as a process of peripheral participation through the use of oral artifacts, 

linguistic devices and interstitial congregations in people's basements, the workplace and so 

on. Within any one "snap shot" of time, far greater proportions of working-class people who 

may be learning about computers at the workplace or in home and community networks do 

not register in these types of conventional statistical analyses. Indeed, studies such as these 

express a type of private ownership bias which ignores the complexity of real working-class 

practices in which people continue to make use of less formalized learning and unsanctioned, 

coincidental and diffuse contact with computer technologies. Surely, home computer 

ownership reflects an important dimension of computer learning. However, just as formal 

learning cannot be made to 'stand in for' the phenomenon of learning as a whole, accesslusage 

defined by private ownership cannot be substituted for access/usage generally. Nakhaie and 

Pike's model of computer-mediated social capital is a simplified version of social 

reproduction that describes only a single dimension of class life. Similar to Bourdieu's own 

work, it tends to ignore contingencies, subordinate creativity and resistance. 

Briefly, in my own analysis of the NALL Canadian Survev of Informal Learning data 

base I attempted to parallel some of the analyses of Nakhaie and Pike (1998): Table 10.1 

summarizes basic comparisons with statistid significance test results. What we see 

confirms some of the basic observations made by Nakhaie and Pike (1998). While the class 

'SPSS formula devised for this purpose was based primarily on occupational classification, ownership 
elements. See discussion in Livingstone and Mangan (1996). 



groupings I use are dirferently focussed thdn those offered by Nakhaie an Pikes, there are 

some very clear, systematic class difference effects in computer practice in which home 

computers are directly involved. 

Table 10.1: linfomallForma1 Learning, Computing, 
Technology and Class in the Home 

Survey Question Capitalist Class Working-Class N 
Group Group 

Do you Use a Computer at 
Home' 71% 
Do you Use the Internet from 
Home' 66% 
Learned Anything about Computers 
or Conlputing Un-related to Pdd 
Work' 77% 

. . 
significant to or beyond 0.001 level 

While use of a computer at home is often provided for by the companies that the capitalist 

class either manages andlor owns, for working-class respondents home computer use more 

often requires private ownership of the computer. Whatever the underlying relations, 

however, there is a clear class difference in computer use at home. 

Looking beneath the surface of these statistics however we see that different class 

practices play a role in bringing about the statistical differences seen above. What becomes 

clear in the interviews is that working-class people who attempt to act alone or within 

existing formal education and training structures in the workplace and community fmd it 

extremely difficult to obtain levels of computer experience comparable to those of upper- 

class and professional people. In this interview with a female custodial worker we see 

exactly how narrow the official pathways for learning actually are from the standpoint of 

working-class people. We also see how, in conjunction with the effects of lower access to 

'see explanation of how these goups were formed already provided in Chapter 8 (following Table 8.1). 



privately owned computers, the types of class patterns of computer learning are reproduced. 

More or less I was taking computer in a frst basic course like, you know, and it was 
once a week. And they would just show us how the computer was run, how a disk is 
put in and things like that, you know. And then you would just go home and the next 
day, he would show you something else. U~zless you had a computer at home, you 
couldn't really do ~nuch. So the most you could do was to look forward for the next 
time and learning something else. And I've done that for two years on the computer. 
So I figured that I needed the two years because the first year, you couldn't, like 
myself, I couldn't pick it up fast enough, you know. But then in the second year, it 
was okay. Because it's OK through the mion to suggest courses, hut if the employer 
doesn't support it, they won't give the employee the hours to sign up for it. Because if 
the boss feels it's okay and will help me then, okay, it will help me. But if the boss 
says it's off limits, then that supeivisor will say I can't do it. And you're not going to 
go after work, on the weekends, then you're stuck staying with the work they're doing. 
(R20) 

This quote focuses on the role of the home computer, but reiterates many of the themes we've 

discnssed already including the role of management rights, unionization, unsanctioned 

informal learning on the job, the material constraints of the gendered dimension of household 

labour, and even the role of job design. The worker indicates a need for a home computer 

she cannot afford, and she valks about how, on their own, the countervailing effects of unions 

caraot overcome the negative effects of management and supervisory control to open up 

greater opportunity for computer-mediated participation. This describes a major, class-based 

material structure of participation. This, however, is a portrait of a person who is attempting 

to build Ler computer skills and knowledge using the official pathways offered a worker who 

is operating outside of a stable collective network of some kind. As we've seen in Chapter 7, 

it is in a developed, solidaristic network that t'nis class-based distributive logic of material 

resources can be effectively countered. Thus those who don't have access to the type of 

stable, solidaristic networks are particularly subject to the type of class differentials outlined 

in table 10.1 as well as the table immediately below. 

This same dynamic can also be seen in terms of the data presented in table 10.2. The 

table describes the reasons for not participating in formalized courses generally and details 

the class effects that are produced when individual worhg-class people attempt to operate 

under the dominant, conventional systems of training, education and learning. Here again we 



see strong class-based differences in quantitative form that confum the type of qualitative 

analysis provided by the in-depth interviewing. 

Table 10.2: Reasons for Not Taking Formalized Courses 
Across Social Classes 

Inconvenient No Affordable 
TimelPlaces Child-Care Too Expensive 

Capitalist 
Group 33% 

Working-Class 
Group 5870 

N 182 182 178 

Note: All difference Statistically Significant to Ule 0.001 level. 

As we see in the table, different amounts of time and money do seem to have a class effect on 

learners, at least in terms of formal courses. All differences between the groups are 

statistically significant. Indeed, if we recognize that women still seem to have primary 

responsibilities for home and child care the scores in the second column would partially 

reflect the extreme difficulties unique to many working-class women. It is only through a 

careful concerting of openings and collectivization of resources that the most organized 

segments of the working-class can generate the time, space and energy necessary to subvert 

this basic class pattern of computer access and use. 

Affording a home computer is also mediated by a fear of technological obsolescence 

which also reflects a particular position in a field of material resources. Insecurity in the 

workplace, constant downward pressure on wages, lower compensations overall, and so on, 

make this concern more unique to segments of the working-class. Isolated from collective 

networks, this can be seen to immobilize workers and leave them with the type of vulnerable 



"you're stuck" outlook expressed in the comments of the custodial worker (R20) above. As 

people moved past this initial inmobilization, the feelings of vulnerability (the objective 

class relationship from a working-class standpoint) sometimes drew people into greater 

contact with others and specifically into the types of computer networks we've seen 

described. In any case, most workers took the prospect of purchasing a home computer very 

seriously. The purchase of a home computer was planned for and extensively discussed 

across multiple spheres and groups. It is another major part of the initial form of peripheral 

participation in computer lcarning that doesn't involve a computer at all. This auto parts 

worker outlines the basic issues involved. 

I: You know that idea that you always have to upgrade? Does that worry you? 
R: Yeah that's a big worty because, I think that well yeah I'm going to put out about 

$3000 on a machiic and will it be useful in one year? L i e  everything changes so 
drastically now, or has that big change finished because if1 bought 5 years ago, that 
computer would be useless for today's software, that's what happened to so many 
people. They couldn't use it. Is that going to happen anymore? ... That's where you 
have to ask so many people which one to bay ... If you screwed up it's a bit of a 
problem. (R19) 

The home computer, afterall, is a commodity and the relations of commodity 

productionlconsumption in this market sets a pattern of participation which involves frequent 

cycles of obsolescence. Plnnning and action in this field of consumption (of home-computer 

commodities) provides the scene in which class-based material structures shape and limit 

possibilities for computer learning in some ways. 

Another interesting feature of the material structure of home-based computer learning 

activities examined in this research involves the centres of activity systems. To begin to 

examine this issue more closely we can reflect on the Situated Learning perspective. Lave 

and Wenger (1991), for example, spend a good deal of time discussing the notion of "mature 

practice" as the "centripetal" centre of activity systems which tend to have "reproductive 

cycles". 

Legitimate peripheral participation moves in a centripetal direction, motivated by its 
location in a field of mature practice. It is motivated by the growing use value of 
participation, and by newcomers' desires to become full practitioners. Communities 
of practice have histories and developmental cycles, and reproduce themselves in such 



a way that the transl'ormation of newcomers into old-timers becomes unremarkably 
integral to the practice. (199 1 : 122) 

When we move beyond a strict focus on the institutional and occupational settings and 

discuss subordinate class-standpoints in everyday life, we see that material factors play a 

significant role in constituting "centres" of computing activity. The formal institutions and 

occupational structure of learners' activity in Lave and Wenger's (1991) analyses produce a 

distribution of space and resources which limit and control practice. In such contexts specific 

forms of legitimated, "mature practice" can appear to be the epi-centre of participation as the 

marshalling of material resources of space, time and human energy are taken as given. 

However, moving into the spheres of activity where there is greater subordinate group control 

- for example in the interstitial spaces within the workplace and in the home - there is less 

stability of an identifiable "mature practice" and the marshalling of material resources 

becomes more visible. In these cases, the centre of practice becomes rooted to space, time 

and energy, at least as much as it is rooted in specific knowledge forms, skills and interests. 

Examining the computer learning amongst these working-class participants in this research 

we see that it is difficult to locate a centripetal centre based upon the notion of mature 

practice. Activity takes place across several sites, involves varying levels of control by the 

participants themselves, and incorporates multiple sets of relations, interests and skills. 

Never mind the fact that the very nature of rapid change in the home-computer technologies 

and software assures that "experts" must continually be learning at least some new skills, it 

was the material resources. cycles in family life, and effective negotiation of institutional life 

that become central factors in shifting participation in activity. Interviewees were quick to 

point towards some computer experts they came into contact with who might represent the 

kind of mature practice which studies of situated learning tend to identif as the centre of 

communities of practice, but people were equally quick to point out that this adeptness in 

knowledge and skiU were equally dependent on the ability to manage the distribution of 

material resources. In other words, if there are 'centres' to the working-class activity systems, 

instead of being characterized strictly by mature practice, they are just as likely rooted in the 

s ldk and collective production of discretionary spaces, availabilityltimes, energy, and other 



material resources. 

As the most tangiblc representations of these material 'centres', we see in the 

interview data and ethnographic notes that some specific member's basement tended to serve 

as the centripetal axis around which learning network life seemed to revolve. While these 

were not necessarily the homes of the most skilled, mature practitioners - they were key 

members in the activity system who had the time, space, energy and interest necessary to play 

a leading role in continuity and coordination of practices over time. Indeed, in my research I 

came across several of these people and places. In these places, we would typically discover 

several, more or less obsolete computers in various states of disassembly (e.g. one or two 

belonging to the resident, thc others dropped off for examination), stacks ol'copied disks, a 

comfortable well-worn couch, kids busily searching the Internet or blasting space invaders, 

all mixed with strmg odour of the hockey-equipment laid out to dry on the concrete floor, the 

building supplies for the basement renovation, and stocked shelves ofjarred, home-preserved 

tomatoes and the like. It was also in these centres that we would fmd, for example, some of 

the last remaining vestiges of functioning Bulletin Board Systems (BBS's). In fact, in this 

research there were three active local BBS up and running6 AU three were run out of the 

basementlcentre of the "lead" computer learner. 

To clarify briefly, BBS's are a type of "pre-Internet" forum, or what we might call an 

"Intra-net", for discussion and online computer-based interaction. Their central difference 

from today's Internet is that, whereas the Internet depends on somewhat larger scale, 

commercial servers that require a reasonable client base and signifcant capital - BBS systems 

could be run out of, for examplc, someone's basement. Since the "server" was small-scale 

and local, and since long-distance telephone charges applied, the participants tended to be 

local, issues tended to be community-focussed and so on. One auto worker commented in 

response to my research in this area, "Man, were they fun! The people you conversed with 

were p x t  of the local community, and that made a diifference." Accordiig to Jeff Taylor7 one 

' ~ n  autoparts worker (R4a), an auto assembly worker (R46) as well as a telecommunications worker who 
was not part of the core indusuial respondents (R10). 

7~ersonal communication (April 9, 1999). 



of Canada's leading computcr-based, distance education I labour education specialists, the 

Canadian Union of Public Employees' world renowned "Solinet", one of the world's very fxst 

labour online forums, began as a cross between a community-based BBS and the system we 

now know as the Internet. Solinet sat on a server that you had to dial into, but you could get 

to it from any city in Canada through a local phone call to what was called Datapac. 

Solinet's purpose and effect was to create a specifically union-based electronic 

communications forum, and it was quitc successful. Today, BBS's still exist in isolated 

pockets of activity and functlon as discussion groups or listserves, but typically have a much 

less central function to computer-based communication. Importantly for my focus in this 

chapter, that the hardware to work a BBS is much lcss expensive contributed to the level of 

access, context, pattern of participation and use of the systems. These BBS's are in fact an 

expression of local interests kept alive, largely by informal computer learners, in what is now 

a commercially dominated online world. 

Of course, more often than not working-class people must do things on the cheap. 

These refer to creative ways to open up opportunities and provide space for creative action in 

fields of power and patterns of resource distribution that do not favour them. In terms of 

home computer access and use, working people often need to fmd the most cost effective and 

expandable computer, and it is not unusual for them to work with used parts and borrowed or 

shared software, and so on. And, this is, as we've seen, the focus of much working-class 

computer learning. This material dimension draws the 'centre' of computer learning activity 

systems towards the sites where these material resources are concerted and most stable. 

Subverting private consumption conventions, for example, these auto workers tend to share 

resources in order to "muke do", though this is not without its problems and in the end the 

price of some software may still be too high. One auto worker explains it this way. 

Well we exchange st~r@f, like we bought SoftRarn together, it was only $40, so it 
ended up being $10 each, and we talk about buying different things but the problem is 
that, well I fmd with the group, that you got guys who are scared to put some things 
in, some guys who want to put it in no problem. Guys try things out and they say, 
'Here you want to try it? But as far as good, expensive software in our group, no one 
buys it in our group, we all buy all the cheap sluff. (R16) 



Like the other contexts and expressions of material structuring of computer learning practice, 

home computer ownership is not a 'force' acting on a passive subject. Many of the 

inte~iewees in this rescarch actively attempted to creatively respond to the types of 

inequitable patterns that thc statistical overviews describe. These interviewees shared 

resources, found ways to make do, and worked with what was available. There is of course 

an expansive literature on this art of "making do" amongst industrial workers, though it has 

not to date focussed on issues of learning per se. In terms of industrial workers on the 

shopfloor we see accounts of these types of activities as far back as Roy (1952; 1958; etc.) 

and the famous Hawthorne experiments of Elton Mayo (see Landsberger, 1958) hut more 

recently would include interesting work by a diverse bunch such as Kusterer (1978), Burawoy 

(1979), Hamper (1992) and Sprouse (1995). This process of making do is a form of 

resistance and thought of in this way is also well documented amongst labour process 

theorists, industrial sociologists and organizational studies writers. 

In the realm of conlputer learning practice and home computer ownership, the 

interviewees in this research typically described making use of a variety of resources to 

creatively respond to and partially overcome basic material constraints. As we've seen 

mentioned in previous interviews, one of the most basic means of managing the material 

constraints of home co~nputer ownership for people involved unsanctioned use of workplace 

computers. While computer-mediated work is structured to keep people on their work- 

related tasks, workers would appropriate work-time and equipment for their own use. This 

chemical worker describes how this type of appropriation of workplace resources has in fact 

delayed his purchasing a home computer. On the shopfloor of the plant the computer systems 

are designed for recording and regulating the production of chemicals. In the background of 

the company production software, however, is a general operating system which allows 

workers to make alternative uses of the technology. 

R: Well this is kind of the thing that I've dragging my heels about because, like there's 
nothing at home that I could have that I don't already have a t  work, and I get paid to 
do it, you know what I mean, so and if1 want to do anything I'll do it there instead of 
at home. 

R: .... the expense of it that's one thing though. 
I: Yeah the monthly charges. 



R: Not only that but I'd have to buy a &cent system to do it. Like [his partner] has been 
hounding me, that we have to get a decent system and get on the Internet. (R18a) 

This example shows the intersection of different spheres of activity in which the material 

structures of home computing overlap with the organizational structures of the industrial 

workplace. This computer activity is undertaken outside the bounds of the formal 

organization of production and contributes to computer learning in a general and significant 

way. Practices such as this were extremely common according to interviewees, and they 

point to a major weakncss in most survey methodologies that attempt to grasp the range of 

computer activity that are actually occurring amongst suhordinate groups. 

10.3 Structure and Resistance within Computer Learning a t  Work 

The last portion of the above section straddles the line between issues of material 

structures shaping home computer ownership and the creative activities that working people 

undertake in their workpkace to gain greater access ,and use ol'cotnpany computers. As I've 

tried to indicate in earlier chapters, managerial control over work-space accounts for the 

arrangement of key resources and opportunities for working-class computer learners. These 

organizational dynamics are, in turn, rooted in the historical development of means of 

production which are exprcssed by the dynamics of capital accumulation and the capitalist 

labour process: changing forms of technologies; inter-capitalist competition; antagonistic 

relations of production vis-a-vis the nature of surplus value; and, the tendency toward falling 

average rate of profit (Marx, 186711990). To delve deeper into the material structuring 

effects of the capitalist workplace on workers' computer learning practices, however we need 

to understand how these generalized historical dynamics are expressed in actual daily 

practice. 

In the workplace the sanctioned access to computers is structured by the prerogatives 

of management to organize job descriptions, choose work-station designs and technologies, 

to defme skill requirements, advancement, and so on. However, since these prerogatives 

outline the modes of participation in the workplace, they can also be understood as 

dimensions of the material structure of computer learning as well. The neo-Vygotskian 

approach to learning is helphl for highlighting how organizational features of the workplace 



are integral and defmitive of the learning process. Before moving on to a discussion of ways 

that working people learn computers in the workplace, I want to briefly discuss the structure 

of formalized training opportunities. 

A general view of lhc class dimensions of formalized computer training in the 

workplace and its relationship to the more informally organized computer learning is 

available in vable 10.3 below. Again, drawing on the NALL Canadian Survey of Informal 

Learnine data base, we can see that many important class differences exist. The table 

summarizes basic comparisons with statistically significant test results. 

Table 10.3: InformaVCourse Learning, Computing, 
Technology and Class for Paid Work 

Survey Question Capitalist Class Working-class N 
Group Group 

INFORMAL LEARNING 
Learned about Computers for 
Paid Work' 84% 53% 594 
Le;lmed about other new 
Technologies~Equipment 
for Paid Work' 60% 43% 594 
Learned other Technical 
Skills for Paid Work 26% 33% 352 

COURSE LEARNING 
Taken any Conlputer Courses for 
Paid Work' 48% 25 % 596 
Taken any Courses on New 
Technologies for Paid Work" 40% 28 % 568 

'signiticant to or beyond 0.001 lcvel 
"significant to 0.003 level 

In terms of the consciously-directed, informal learning portion, we fmd statistically 

significant differences in favour of the capitalist class grouping across the different activities. 

As the questions become more general (learning technical skills) we see the loss of statistical 



significance with a slight edge to the working-class group. In terms of the formal course 

learning questions (lower half of table), we see that the capitalist class grouping tends to get 

more opportunity for computer courses in the workplace with a slightly lower difference in 

terms of opportunity for courses on new technologies at work in general. We see a general 

description of the structure of workplace opportunity in both informally organized learning 

and course learning which hvours the capitalist or upper class group. 

As we take a closer look at the character of sanctioned, formalized opportunities for 

learning in the workplacc what we see from a working-class standpoint is a largely rhetorical 

commitment by companies toward computer training. As workers indicated, this inflated talk 

about new forms of training and the creation of a high skill and high value-added workplace 

did not necessarily translate into new organizational forms, or work techniques. One auto 

parts worker commented, 'They don't want to teach us too much, just enough so we know 

what's going on in our area.'' (R58). Far more often, workers described the existence of old 

fashion scientific management along with a management-centred and hierarchical distribution 

of knowledge, information and control. Another line worker in a auto parts factory describes, 

in her broken english, the nature of the modern day factory from her perspective. 

I: Do you get to see the whole process? 
R: Not really, I don't see everything. The parts come through, little pieces of plastic go 

into the machine. [The company] have a lot of experienced people, engineers, they 
know lots of stuff ... But when you work here all the time you don't see that much ... 
You learn more whcn you see more. When you have to watch where you work, you 
don't think so much because you have to think about what you are doing .... 

I: Did anyone ever try to transfer into other areas, or do people tend to stay in their own 
areas? 

R: Some people moved from [job to job]. Not the working people, but the higher 
people. They switch around from one plant to another. They see the whole works. 
( R W  

Workers described how they must battle for the opportunity to "learn more" which includes 

bargaining for computer training. 

Another auto parts worker outlines the relationship between formal training 

opportunities, chances to make some sort of career advancement in the workplace, and the 

fact that even when computer courses are available they are sometimes not of much direct use 



when the functions of computer technology in the workplace are so narrowly defined. The 

excerpt begins with a question about how training and workplace advancement relate to each 

other. 

I: What about other opportunities to advance at work? 
R: Occasionally they post for supervisor or H & S [health and safety coordinator], but 

you need qualXications. But you can't upgrade in that because a lot of times you're 
just too tired ... 

I: Any other courses or learning opportunities? 
R: There are a few computer courses. But there is no real need to follow it up and use it. 
I: Can anyone take thcm? 
R: We need permission forms from our supervisor. I took the courses because they 

wanted safety reps to generate work orders. That's how I got permission to take the 
course. But I never really used the training ... There is also computer training for using 
the terminals in your own department area. It shows the raw materials, what's been 
added already, and what's needed. It is an inventory. Most people do it but it's set up 
in a very simple way. (R55) 

The narrowly defied job category and the equally narrow functions of much shopfloor 

computer technology produce a type of material and organizational structure in the workplace 

that severely limits the possibility of computer learning for workers. Specific systems of 

sanctioned computer access/use in the workplace are created and enforced by workplace 

rules. Although in theory the "knowledge worker" (Bell, 1973) of the 21st century needs to 

have access to hands-on experience to develop their creative capacities, the imperatives of 

managerial control appear to inlluence work in the opposite direction where we see 

computers on the shopfloor that are made to be "idiot proof' 

The material expressions of the general dynamics of capitalism can also be 

understood in terms of computer learning opportunities by examining the design of work 

stations. It is often the physical lay-out of the workplace that controls participation, 

experience and learning. This is what Fiske (below) refers to as 'horizontal interaction' 

Drawing on an article by Dannon on TWA airline call centre workers (1990), he outlines the 

effects of job design on control over time and space in workers' lives. He discusses work 

station design and workplace technology in the context of the control over time and space, 

and the reproduction of relations of power in the workplace. 

The fust operation of power is always to enclose its territory, wi th i  which to 



concentrate rather than to dissipate its energies. Enclosure entails separation, not just 
the separation of thc enclosure from the rest of the system (which is actually an 
insertion into it), but, more importantly, the separation of the individuals who have 
beer enclcsed .... Individuated control requires stations which are open to monitoring 
from above and closcd off horizontally. Each station is designed to encourage desired 
behaviour and discourage what is prohibited by making it visible. The more 
completely the body's behaviour is monitored, evaluated and recorded, the finer the 
control over it. But behaviour takes place in time as well as space. TWA's computer 
logs every moment of work and non-work between SIT and SOT (Sign In Time and 
Sign Out Time). Thc non-work times are categorized into the legitimate (meal 
breaks) and illegituwate (toilet breaks or a personal phone call) and each are computed 
precisely. At the end of the day, the human supervisor rates them against an 
unspecified norm... (Fiske, 1993:72-72) 

An expanded approach to learning brings into focus the fact that the control of movement and 

horizontal communicat~ons as dcscribed by Fiske is not mere contcxt of learning but is an 

inherent dimension of the activity system itself. At the same time however, people are not 

simply nodes in vertical and horizontal systems of power relations. They think and act in 

these contexts, sometimes recreating hierarchical relationships of power but at other times 

acting in tangential or oppositional ways. In other words, what is still missing from accounts 

of workplace structures such as this is a discussion of the active subject. 

Identifying active human engagement in workplace relations can sometimes be 

difficult to do. Indeed, it is often only the marked deviations from normal patterns that seem 

to confum the existence of conscious social agents. Using a fme-grained micro-analysis in 

part two of Chapter 6, however, we saw creative deviations that in the end simply recreated 

the existing organizational structure. However, in the interview data workers described ways 

that computer-mediated learning can sometimes operate in opposition to these structures. 

One way of understanding the interplay between the practices of the powerful and 

those of the subordinate in terms of the everyday practices is outlined in the work of Michel 

de Certeau. In his books Culture in thc Plural (1997) and particularly in his earlier book 

Practice of Evervdav L i e  (1984), Michel de Certeau discusses the different types of bottom- 

up and top-down practices of power relations. He uses the concepts of tactical versus 

strategic practices which are distinct in the ways that they make use of the material resources 

of time and space. According to Certeau, strategic practices are those of 'strong'. These 



practices allow the powerful to formally control space: they monitor, they exercise 'rights' 

(e.g. of management and private property), they "produce, tabulate and impose" upon time 

and space. We saw examples of this type of orientation in terms of the learning lives of 

upper class intcrviewees in Chapter 8. Tactical practices on the other hand are those of the 

'weak', and occur more or less within the basic parameters set by the powerful. In the context 

of the workplace in particular, the heart of tactical practice according to Certeau is "la 

perruque" : 

Laperruque [the 'wig'] is the worker's own work disguised as work for his employer. 
It differs from pilfering in that nothing of material value is stolen. It differs from 
absenteeism in that the worker is officially on the job. La perruque may be as simple 
a matter as a secret~ry's writing a love letter on "company time" or as complex as a 
cabinetmaker's "borrowing" a lathe to make a piece of furniture for his living room... 
Accused of stealing or turning material to his own ends and using the machines for 
his own profit, the worker who indulges in la perruque actually diverts time (not 
goods, since he uses only scraps) from the factory for work that is free, creative, and 
precisely not directed towards profit ... whose sole purpose is to signify his own 
capabilities through his work and to confum this solidarity with other workers or his 
family through spending hi time in this way ... The actual order of things is precisely 
what "popular" tactics turn to their own ends, without any illusion that it will change 
any timc soon. (Certeau, 198425-26) 

Similar types of activities wcre found amongst interviewee's networks in the workplace. 

Time-off one's job (e.g. in order to fiddle with the computer at another worker's station) had 

to be produced in opposition to management work rules and was relegated to the gaps in 

surveillance and workplace discipline. These were the principal opportunities for 

participation with co-workers and creative engagement with the computers. These gaps are 

actively and creatively produced in response to workplace rules. One example is provided 

below. An auto parts worker outlines the collective efforts amongst co-workers to learn more 

about computers in the workplace. He emphasizes, among other things, the fact that 

important features of computer learning sometimes do riot involve computers directly. In 

these instances, computer-mediated practice is not the central goal of the activity or at least is 

not the only goal of the activity. The excerpt below begins with a discussion about the 

introduction of computers onto the shopfloor and the potential for managerial control. The 

interviewee goes on to describe forms of subversion, collectively accomplished, that offer a 
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counter valence to this control which opens up opportunities in the material structure of the 

workplace for greater computer-mediated exploration of computer systems. 

Pretty much computcrs are getting involve now at the plant eh? 
Oh yeah on the floor even now, well the ADM m~chine, you know where they cut off 
the bars at the back OF thc plant? Wcll you see I've got my own PIN [identification] 
number, if you're an operator you have to learn how to enter the material, so you have 
to enter that into the company computer that a bundle of steel has gone into 
production and how many pieces you've cut off. 
So it's automatic inventory? 
Yeah, like when I cut it I have to tell them it's been cut. 
Pin number eh, you can't just plug it in. 
No. 
Does that kind olstrike you as1 
So no one else can use it. 
Oh so nobody can screw around with it. 
Yeah. 
So they know exactly who's doing what they can really get an overview of what 
Yeah and when I punch it in the time comes up, like when I go in the next day I come 
in and it teUs me the last time you used it was at 9:05 and what part number I entered 
and how much of it, so it keeps track of everything going through rhe plant. 
Everything is done on computer now. Where when I fust started there, there was a 
ton of paper work, now it's just on the screen and that's it. 
Boy management can really know what's going on. 
Oh they hnow everything now. 
Does that kind of strike you somehow? 
Well like anything else you get together and learn how to manipulate it so they can't 
fmd stuK Somebody is always there to manipulate. 
People wiU always ligure something out. 
Oh yeah. Actudly some of the people on the floor that do have [supervisor's] PIN 
numbers have been able to get into the computers and have been able to get into the 
forbidden zones of the computer. See our numbers wiU only allow us so far, if you 
don't know the access codes. So, we've gone into the foreman's office and found 
codes and figured out where they lead to, and so we can go in and look around ... We 
got one guy, I won't name names, and he can go right into personnel fdes, which is 
kind of shocking to me, our absenteeism reports, everything. He can pull it all out, 
and he has no traitling at all [laughing] he doesn't even own a computer, he just 
figured it out on his own at work. He fiddles around all the time between just 
punching away and watching over the foreman's shoulder ... (R19) 

The types of control over time and space that Fiske (1993) outlined amongst the TWA call 

centre workers can be traced in the auto parts factory as well. There is a dialectic of 



resistance and control in cven the most electronically advanced labour processes. We saw 

this amongst the clerical work described in Chapter 6 and now here on the shopfloor of the 

auto parts plant. PIN numbers and requirements to log-in offer management a means of 

monitoring workers, but workers have continued to f i d  ways to penetrate technological 

systems and disrupt this control. Workers' creative responses to these conditions, how they 

learn, why they learn, what they're up against in doing this learning, provide a portrait of a 

major dimension of the ~naterial structure of working-class computer practice in the 

workplace. 

Another type of activity that was common in the interview data was a description of 

how workers use unsanctioned access to company computers to respond to the alienating 

dimensions that modern industrial work seems to necessarily include. Workers suffering 

from boredom, faced with computer systems that are supposed to be closed to them, hide 

computer programs in company system sub-files in order to carry out their own version of la 

perrirqrre. In this interview a re!stively new worker to the chemical factory describes how he 

fust learned this type of worker-computing in an aircraft manufacturing plant from co- 

workers. He now applics this skill and knowledge and passes it onto his new work mates. 

Again, many of the themes from earlier chapter are re-visited including how problems (i.e. 

contradictions) with computers themselves push for new forms of knowledge and practice, 

how many different sphercs of activity intersect, and how collective practice in interstitial 

spaces is a central feature of working-class computer learning. 

Do you have anybody you can talk to about it, a friend you can call? 
Used to, I used to work with a guy at the plant where I worked before. We used to 
just kind of talk all the time ... He took a company course, so that's how basically Igof  
into it, he showed me some stuff. Well before when I was [in highschool] I remember 
the system back then was different. We used to use the cards, punch cards ... 
What are some of the activities you do on the computer then? 
Oh well, basically games and in the summer time I usually put all my statistics from 
my golf on the computer. 
On a spread sheet or something? 
No, I got a special program .... 
Do you try to apply it to anything like just farting around at your work now or? 
Yeah, you know the more you see the system and kind of hack around you learn that 
way eh. 



Have you learncd any programming hacking around at work so far? 
No, basically I was just reporring the batch and stuff and making the labels and stuff, 
it's pretty basic, just follow certain procedures, you know for a receipt you press F1. 
But on your own, o n  your sparc time. 
Yeah, well it's kinda like you go in and out of the system, and see what's there, but 
somelimes they won't let you get access to some of the stuff. 
If it was a centralized system I bet it would be really interesting ehl 
Oh yeah, well I was just fooling around, and [a co-worker] said, 'How long have you 
been here? and I say, 'Ah 4 or 6 months.' 'And you know how to go in there? I've 
been here for 5 years and I don't know how to do that.' I say, 'Ah, it's pretty basic you 
know.' 
So do you show them anything? 
Yeah, yeah. They say. 'Well how do you do this?', and I give a command, go to 
whatever, and thcn once you've gotten into DOS it's pretty basic you know. DOS is 
the operating system and you learn your basic whatever, back-slash, and I give them 
wherever all the games are hidden, and then you get out of therc and usually once 
you're in there [a program or game] they tell you what to do so. 
So you're showing other workers how to get into these games and things or  whatever? 
Yeah, yeah. You can't really harm anything unless you delete something and you can't 
really delete anything. You go in and out and you don't harm anything. (R8) 

"Making do" is an expression of local practice in the context of systems of power and their 

expression in practical ~natcrial forms. It is dcscrihed by Certeau (1984) but her is grounded 

in specific class relations. We are ta!king about the practices that produce what Fiske refers 

to as "popular knowledges": 

Popular knowledgcs are localiiing ones: they are used in the attempt to gain control 
over some of the immediate conditions of life. They are also used to make sense of 
social experience from a subordinated viewpoint and are thus put to work within the 
construction of identities and social relations. They are, then, formative in the non- 
material dimensions of locales. Such "weak knowledges do not represent their 
producers' interests extensively, but are confined; they do not reach beyond their 
immediate conditions, but are used to build and control locales. (Fiske, 1993:206) 

While only "weak", these forms of subordinate learning processes and the local skills and 

knowledges that they produce are nonetheless an important dimension of the computer 

learning that workers undertake. As a response to boredom, routinization and "idiot-proofed 

technology workers such as these learn how to hack into machines at the workplace and pass 

these experiences on to co-workers. At the same time, the workplace imposes disciplinary 

structures that have many very real m a t e d  consequences. The workplace and the 



technology is physically dcsigned with managerial control in mind. Electronic surveillance, 

work discipline, as well as narrow job design all are expressions of material structures of the 

workplace that workers, nevertheless, collcctively attempt to learn their way around. 

10.5 Summary 

In this chapter I began by discussing the notion of "learning opportunity" with a focus 

on some of the most obvious ways that working-class computer learning is shaped by 

material structures of practice. In the cxamples I dealt with, the material structures of 

practice were experienced and dealt with from a particular class standpoint in ongoing 

activity in the home, community and workplace. 

I briefly outlined the important genderedlclass and racializedlclass standpoints to 

identify additional ways that leaming practices in the everyday are structured. In considering 

the structure of household division of labour we saw how it is essential for working-class 

learners to generate the type of solidaristic networks dicussed earlier and how these 

networks, in fact, tended to be heavily gendered. The portrait of the isolated, and more often 

than not female worker, is not a particularly positive one in terms of computer learning. It 

seems it is only in the contcxt of a developcd, solidaristic network that the typical class-based 

distribution patterns and material structure of learning opportunities can be effectively 

countered by working-class people. It is through a careful concerting of openings and 

collectivization of resourccs that the most organized segments of the working-class (mostly 

unionized, white males) can generate the time, space and energy necessary to subveit basic 

patterns of social reproduction in terms of computer learning. 

I also spent some tune focussing on a critical discussion of a large scale survey 

analysis by Nakhaie and Plkc (1998). Here I demonstrated both the importance and 

limitations of these types of data. What these studies ignore is the creativity and partial 

resistances to material structures that can be generated from subordinate standpoints. In the 

fwal sections, I focussed on computer learning practice in the workplace and demonstrated 

the roots of material structures of participation in the basic dynamics of capitalist political 

economy. Far from mere abstractions, issues of managerial control, organizational 

rationalization, as well as technolog::al, and work station design that emerge directly form 
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these dynamics, controlled rnovenlents of bodies in space and time to provide an important 

structuring effect within computer learning that was directly linked to issues of social class. 

In the end, we sec the relevance of an entire range of material structures, experienced 

from a working-class standpoint, for a full understanding of participation in computer 

learning practice in the everyday. Each section provides a discussion of how material 

structures do not simply direct activity, but rather mediate it providing gaps for what Fiske 

called the creation of "popular knowledges". 



Chapter 11 
Contradiction and Commodification in 
Working-Class Computer Learning 

The taste of porridge does not tell us who grew the oats. (Marx) 

I begin with this quote to emphasize a key theme of this chapter which is that broad 

sets of coordinating social and historical relations always lie just below the surface of 

"things". These things can include the many individual practices, seemingly self-contained 

learning "projects", and so on that we all undertake. In this chapter I want to widen our view 

of computer learning so that we can see its inherent political economic relations. 

Understanding commodification and the political economic dimensions of motive-structures 

in computer-mediated activities prefigures the class dimensions of these activities. Building 

our understanding of these features makes visible the "historicity" and potentially 

transformational changes that are resident within activity. Below I draw on the work of Marx 

to outline how the concept of contradiction helps us see the interrelations between the 

commodity-form, use-value, exchange-value, fetishization, labour-power and alienation on 

the one hand, and credentialization, education and learning on the other. I show how these 

concepts can be applied to computer learning to make the class relations in activity explicit. 

This analysis traces the connections between various levels of activity and broader capitalist 

society. 

For neo-Vygotskians like Lave and Wenger (1991), Engestriim (1987) and others the 

discussion of different perspectives and change in activity centres around the concept of 

contradiction which describes a process in which the tensions of any system bring about both 

small quantitative change as well as occasional qualitative and transformation changes. This 

approach is the core tool of Marxist analysis according to Ollman (1993) and outlines a 

method of examining social systems, large and small, as a social process that is in motion. 

Engestrom provides a basic example of how neo-Vygotskians understand the notion of 

contradiction in this hypothetical case of doctor and patient activity. 

The primary contradiction of activities in capitalist socio-economic formations lives 
as the inner conflict between exchange value and use value within each element of the 



triangle of activity. A hypothetical work activity of general practitioners is primary 
medical care may serve as an illustration. The primary contradiction, the dual nature 
of use value and exchange value, can be found by focussing on any of the elements of 
the dcctor's work activity. For example, instruments of this work include a 
tremendous variety of medicaments and drugs. But they are not just useful 
preparations for healing - they are above all commodities with prices, manufactured 
for a market, advertised and sold for profit. Every doctor faces this contradiction in 
his [sic] daily decision making, in one form or another. 

The secondary contradictions are those appearing between the elements. The 
stiff hierarchical division of labour lagging behind and preventing the possibilities 
opened by advanced instruments is a typical example .... 

The tertiary contradiction appears when representatives of culture (e.g. 
teachers) introduce the object and motive of a culturally more advanced form of the 
central activity into the dominant form of the central activity .... 

The quaternary contradictions require that we take into consideration the 
essential 'neighbour activities' linked with the central activity which is the original 
object of our study. Quaternary contradiction are those that emerge between the 
central activity and the neighbouring activity in their interaction. Conflicts and 
resistances appearing in the course of the 'implementation' of the outcomes of the 
central activity in the system of the object-activity are a case in point. (Engestrom, 
1992:20-21) 

Others, such as Lave and Wenger (1991) have wished to supplement the core contradiction of 

the commodity-form with the idea of "continuity and displacement" (p.114) rooted in skill 

differences between masters and apprentices who struggle to dominate one another for the 

sake of the community (p. 1 16). Despite differences among these scholars however, there is 

agreement that activity cannot be meaningfully understood without the notion of 

contradiction, change and transformation. 

In Marxist scholarship the notion of contradiction focuses on the quantitative to 

qualitative change as "two temporally differentiated moments within the same process" 

(Ollman, 1993:15). 

... the incompatible development of different elements within the same relation, which 
is to say between elements that are also dependent on one another ... bring such change 
and interaction as regards both present and future into a single focus. (Ollman, 
1993:15-16) 

Perhaps the most important example of the analysis of this type of change in Marx's own 

work involves the transformation of money (used to exchange for goods and services) into 
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capital (used to purchase labour-power and extract surplus-value). Tension, conflict, and so 

on are manifestations of contradiction and a process of negation of internal relations acting 

on each other. In the context of computer learning these changes are seen in interaction with 

the technology, in the forms of participation an individual undertakes in an activity, the forms 

of "mature practice" that arise, and the general patterns of participation within groups as a 

whole. These negations can also be traced to the articulation between different spheres of 

activity (e.g. computing in the home, workplace, etc.) or within different levels of activity 

(i.e. operation, goal and motive). 

The concept of contradiction cannot be relegated to mere background or historical 

context. For Marx through to Ilyenkov (1982), Ollman (1993), and for writers such as 

Leont'ev (1978: 11-14), the failure to approach these seemingly broad and political questions 

leads to a failure to understand the practices which these levels of activity ultimately make 

meaningful. While many neo-Vygotskians would agree with this assessment on principle, 

many fail to apply it consistently throughout actual empirical analysis. My suggestion (a 

dialectical one) is that we must, in effect, broaden our perspective in order to better 

understand the minute detail of how practices are actually accomplished in the everyday lives 

of real people. For my own part I've struggled to maintain this kind of macro/micro dialectic. 

For example, I've discussed how the intersection of major societal divisions of class, race and 

gender each play an active role in people's computer learning. And, I've tried to make broad 

features of capitalist political economy visible in activity in terms of mundane, everyday 

practice. 

In Chapter 10 I presented an account of the material dimensions of the social 

organization behind the computer learning practices which interviewees described. In the 

closing sections, political economy emerged as an important feature of the analysis as it 

directly structured activity in the workplace and affected the distribution of material resources 

beyond work. In this chapter, I want to explore more fully the broader historical materialist 

dimensions of computer learning practice with an emphasis on the way that processes of 

commodification reflect contradictory motive-structures of activity. I begin with a discussion 

of commodification and learning that returns us to the basic principles of contradiction in the 



commodity-form in Marx's own work, and then provide a more detailed look at exchange- 

value and use-value oriented computer activity. 

11.1 The Commodification Process and the Commodity Form 

While the commodity form and the process of commodiication may seem like 

concepts exterior to learnmg processes, in this section we see that they describe important 

dimensions of learning. As much neo-Vygotskian scholarship enthusiastically suggests, the 

commodity-form is the source of the core contradiction in activity. Lave and Wenger, for 

example, outline thc proccss of commodilication in learning in their comparison of 

apprenticeship programs, formal testing and credentialization in this way. 

Testing in schools and trade schools (unnecessary in situations of apprenticeship 
learning) is perhaps the most pervasive and salient example of a way of establishing 
the exchange value of knowledge. Test taking then becomes a new parasitic pc t i ce ,  
the goal of which is to increase the exchange value of learning independently of its 
use value. (Lave and Wenger, 1991:112) 

However, what exactly is meant by the phrase, "way of establishing"? What are its 

implications? Is it equally applicable to apprenticeship learning, learning outside of 

apprenticeship programs in the everyday and so on? 

While learning as a practice can be commodified as a credential or be used directly 

with no intention of exchanging it on a market, so too can computers be used in a variety of 

ways. We've already seen that, according to interviewees, a computer may be implicated in 

forms of entertainment. relicf to boredom, an opportunity to embrace the emotionally-loaded 

idea of "technology", a tool for community building, a tool for union building, a tool for 

home finance management, an opportunity for barter, part of a child's education, or it may be 

central to or merely incidental to activity, and so on. Despite the infiite variation, if we are 

to take seriously that the commodity form lies at the very heart of any system of activity 

(within this epoch), each of these examples can be understood in two basic ways: as the 

realization of use-value andlor the realization of exchange-value. 

The analysis of the "commodity" form is a foundational starting point for an 

understanding of Marx's scholarship. We've also seen that the commodity form is essential 

for a critical understanding of neo-Vygotskian scholarship. Therefore it makes sense to 



briefly review some of Marx's own observations as we begin to develop our understanding of 

contradictions in computer learning activity. Through this discussion we will be able to more 

clearly see how commodification is yet another means of understanding class standpoints in 

learning activities. 

In volunle one of-, Marx describes the different circulation patterns of 

commodities (C) and money (M). He outlines basic circuits of exchange through which we 

can understand the two principle motive-structures inherent in capital accumulation and 

capitalist society as a whole: 

[i]n circulation C-M-C, the money is in the end converted into a commodity which 
serves as a use-value; it has therefore been spent once and for all. In the inverted 
form M-C-M, on the contrary, the buyer lays out money in order that, as a seller, he 
may recover money ... The money is not spent it is merely advanced ... We have here, 
therefore, a palpable difference between the circulation of money as capital, and its 
circulation as mere money .... The path C-M-C proceeds from the extreme constituted 
by one commodity, and ends with the extreme constituted by another, which falls out 
of circulation and into consumption. Consumption, the satisfaction of needs, in short 
use-value, is thercfore its fwal goal. The path M-C-M, however, proceeds from the 
extreme of money and fmally returns to thnt same extreme. Its driving and motivating 
force, its determining purpose, is therefore exchange-value. (Marx,1867-6811990 
:249-250; vol. 1) 

Central to the identity of 'capital' is the difference between the C-M-C versus the M-C-M 

circuits which depend on the projected plans for either direct use or further exchange. This 

distinction, in fact, provides the bases for understanding the exchange-value oriented and use- 

value oriented motive-structures of any number of specific activities. This same logic can be 

used to understand the identity of learning activity by looking at the projected orientations 

which ultimately make spccilic practices meaningful. In terms of learning, we can apply this 

approach by trying to identifL how practices are oriented toward, on the one hand, use-values 

and the direct satisfaction ofindividuaYcollective human needs, or, on the other hand, 

exchange-values and insertion into a market relation of some kind. What is represented in 

these formulations are alternative circuits of learning in which objectively similar social 

practices take on their distinctive relevancy in the broader social and political economic 

context. This type of explanation provides a basis for drawing a distinction between, for 



example, the everyday learning amongst corporate executives seen in Chapter 8, and the 

everyday learning amongst working-class people. Though the activities are objectively 

similar in appearance, Ibr the upper-class group the outcome of activity, as Luklcs described, 

"returns" to them and cakes on a very different political economic character. Examination of 

motivc-structure, broader institutional relations, the social standpoints of participants in 

objective social relations all provide the bases for identitjring the different (use and exchange- 

value) circuits and hence political economic dimensions of different types of learning. 

Credentialization is in some ways the most straightforward case of the realization of a 

commodity production logic applied to a learning activity. At its core, it revolves around the 

nature of "labour-power" and the process of commodity fetishism. Labour-power is unique 

because it is the only commodity whose use-value i,s that it can "produce" exchange-value. 

All other commodities, bar none, do not have the power to do this. While Engestrom (1987; 

1996), for example, locates the central ccntradiction of activity in the commodity form we 

can be even more specific by locating it in the commodiiic'ation of labour-power *nd human 

activity. Marx was quick to point out that labour-power, which learning might be thought to 

add "value" to, despite being sold for a price (a wage) and being distributed on a market, is 

not a commodity because its value does not arise from the calculation of the quantity of 

labour expended in its production.' Rather, it is produced by forms of human activity that 

are, strictly speaking, outside a capitalist production process. Labour power is produced, for 

example, by forms of community and household collaboration, forms of technical and social 

divisions of labour that arc fundamentally different from those defining capitalism.' 

In terms of computer learning specifically, the operation of solidarktic networks are a 

'TII~S is one of the roots of the lie of so-called "human capital theory", in fact. If we are to use the concept 
capital (and imagine relations a~~alogous to those of capitalism) in terms of "human resources", then we must take 
all that goes wiih this. In other words, the development of human capital is synonymous with "self-exploitation" 
ifweare to use it in a technically correct manner. Human Capital theory is Lhereforenot adequateon twoOelated) 
counts: 1) it ignores the necessarily alienating ramification when applied to oneself; and 2). regardless of its 
application in any context, commodity forms subslitute quantity for quality in a conUadictory manner. See 
Livingstone (1999, Chapter 4) for further discussion. 

'of course, these "other" relations of production can also include forms of production that operate along 
racialized or patriarchal logics. 



prime example of exactly how the production of what can sometimes be thought of as a type 

of labour-power commodity (e.g. computer literacy) is not a true commodity as it is produced 

under the logic of communal, non-surplus-valuc generating, non-exchange oriented relations. 

Learners orienting toward cxchange-value motive-structures in activity can more easily 

understand and speak about their learning as a 'thing' like a credential, or a specific event an2 

so on. Education and credentialized learning offer a means of partially capturing and 

bringing into relations of production, activities previously beyond the logic of 

commodification and capital. Learning too, under these conditions, can come to stand over 

people as a product and a "thing" separate from us. 

Use-value oriented learning on the other hand is not as easily understood as a thing. 

C-M-C circuits have none of the requirements of quantitiability seen in the exchange-value 

circuits. Engagement is not expected to profit in the sense of continuously valorizing 

capitdtime invested. It is a process that people do not instrumentalize, and therefore it is a 

process they are less likcly to feel alienated from. It is more easily discussed as participatory, 

ongoing relations whose purpose is realized in the doing itself. Given the hegemonic 

discourses of learning, credentials and market-exchanges, these are processes that people 

typically have trouble describing as leurni~~g at all. The goal-direction and the motive- 

structure of activity in these cases is directed toward the direct satisfaction of human needs 

rather than circuits of interaction and exchange bound for markets. 

More specifically, the "M", particularly in the M-C-M circuit, represents a vision of 

learning that can be "possessed" and controlled as private property. To be exchanged as a 

commodity and enter into the rationalized calculus of capitalist markets, it must be quantified 

(e.g. through the measurc of time; or in some type of ordinal units such as certificates, 

diplomas, degrees which can produce the appearance of quantity). Activity projected toward 

credentials and labour market exchange is modelled after the way that the production of 

commodities is projected toward further moments of exchange (M-C-M or specifically M-C- 

M'). The dominant purpose of these processes is to instrumentalize activity for circulation in 

order to realize the profit made possibly in the appropriation of surplus-value in production 

(Capital v.l:Chapter 5). When this model is applied to learning activity it requires the active 



appropriation of collective social relations of which one is a part oneself. This is, as Marx 

outlines in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (1844/1988), actually process 

of "self-alienation". People become alienated from their human activity through the sale of 

their labour-power which, in turn, comes to stand against them as a commodity. In fact not 

only is the contradiction oS the commodity inseparable from the production of activity 

(Engestrom, 1987), but the process oT commodification is inseparable from the production of 

specific class standpoints in activity as well. Each are a part of the identical social historical 

process. 

[It] cuts him off from his labour power, forcing h i  to sell it on the market as a 
commodity, belonging to him. And by selling this, his only commodity, he integrates 
it (and himself: for his commodity is inseparable from his physical existence) into a 
specialized process that has been rationalized and mechanised, a process that he 
discovers already existing, complete and able to function without him and in which he 
is no more than a cipher reduced to an abstract quantity, a mechanised and 
rationalised tool [p.l66] ... The transformation of all objects into commodities, their 
quantification into fetishistic exchange-values is more than an intensive process 
affecting the form of every aspect of life in this way ... For the capitalist this site of the 
process means an increase in the quantity of objects for h i  to deal with in his 
calculations and speculations. In so far as this process does acquire the semblance of 
a qualitative character, this goes not further than an aspiration towards the increased 
rationalization, mcchanisation and quantirtcation of the world confronting hi . . . .  For 
the proletariat, however, the 'same' process means its own emergence as a class. 
(Lukks, 1971:166, 171) 

We see that this aspect ofcommodilication. hidden just beneath the surface of learning 

practices, stamps these practices indelibly with very different political economic dimensions 

and material consequenccs for different class groups. Within these distinctions, it becomes 

clear that activity for use and activity for exchange are fundamentally different and can come 

to take on different trajectories of development. The meaning of the former is rooted in 

human relationships. The meaning of the latter, though requiring use-value initially, is 

ultimately rooted in the context of accumulation, exchange and the expansion of capital in an 

"endless" degenerative cycle that comes to stand in opposition to working people. 

Throughout the prcceding chapters we've seen examples of practices that involved the 

production of both use-values and exchange-values in activity. Within these practices there 



are several clucs which hclp us distinguish between the two and identify the process of 

commodification. These clues would include learning that is instrumentalized and used for 

purposes other than those which are resident in the activity itself, the quantification of 

learning, the credentialization and standardization of learning, and, of course, when people 

openly learn in order to participate in the labour markets, obtain promotions and so on. 

Research interviews produced many examples which could be used to ground this notion of 

use and exchange value oriented activity. The comment of this auto worker provides a quick 

example of how thesc orientations were involved in people's learning activity. Hi 

comments are directed at his explanation of why he undertook a computer course. 

Understanding the use and cxchange-value dimcnsions of activity allows us to better 

understand the significance of his statement about credentialized versus non-credentialized 

learning. 

I'm going to learn something about the computer. I didn't care $1 passed the course 
or not. I was just going there saying, 'If I can pick up a few things, I'm happy. ' I 
didn't care. It wasn't about credits or nothing, so, you know, that's why I went. (R5) 

This worker highlights a dimension of his computer learning that provides an important 

indication as to the broader structure of the activity as a whole. He highlights that his 

participation in activity is not predominantly shaped by an exchange circuit. Participation is 

not instrumentalized, but contains its own purpose and satisfies a direct human need. He 

explains his orientation because he feels it is explicitly different from the conventional 

~ r e d e n t i ~ a t i o n  purpose of a course. 

Another auto worker describes use-value and exchange-value dimensions of computer 

learning in the context of a discussion about collective bargaining, seniority clauses and 

credentialization. He comments are directed toward the collective bargaining his union has 

done with the company over financial support for members to take local college courses. He 

identifies the basic contradiction of the commodity form when he describes the relations 

between learning for exchange and learning for the satisfaction of human needs directly. He 

actually describes how forces of commodification of learning are partially subverted by the 

union's collective bargaining. He begins with a description of the courses union members can 



lake that would be paid for by the company, and then explains why the union bargained for 

such a broad defmition of cligible courses. 

You could take dog grooming, any number of courses. And the reason we wanted it 
that wide is because of our structure, our seniority structure for bidding on job 
postings and what have you. The truth of the matter, I mean, going out and becoming 
a c o n p l e r  whiz, yon might as well do itfor your own gratification because it's not, 
unless you go into management, it's not rcally going to help you a whole lot in the 
workplace. Not to be negative 011 education, but that's just the reality. So that's why 
we wanted a wide range [for] people to be able to take things that interested them, 
whether it be wood carving, say dog grooming, whatever, to do it for their own self- 
gratification. (R63) 

This is a coherent and concise explanation of the relations between use-value and exchange- 

value motive-stmctures in working-class computer learning. It demonstrates how the process 

of commodification can be identified withiul relations of learning and credentialization. The 

process of becoming a "computer whiz" can take on two quite different meanings as they 

come under the two basic motive-structures of usc-due and exchange-value oriented 

activities. It can "help you in the workplace" under conventional conditions of the 

commodification of one's labour, or it can be for your "own gratification". Indeed, the 

description openly identilies a working-class standpoint in these relations, and represents 

some of the ways that an organized working-class formation can fmd ways to manage the 

process of the commodification of learning. It is important that we also recognize the 

significance of his comment about not wanting to be "negative on education" as well. The 

comment, in fact, demonstrates the recognition, as with R5's comments earlier, that more 

often than not processes of "education" are processes of commodification of knowledge 

rather than a process oriented primarily to the satisfaction of human needs diiectly. Having 

introduced some basic defu~itions and examples, below I focus on f i s t  exchange and then 

use-value oriented computer learning. 

11.2 Exchange-Value Oriented Computer Learning Activity 

I engage in education and training to learn something else and to make myself more 
marketable. [We] really need more training in computers. It is not good enough to 
have basic knowledge, you have to focus on packages and know them inside out or 
you are disqualified before you begin ... I took night courses, typing, computers. I 
always tried to take something at night to upgrade my skills. Now its terribly 



competitive ... [Before] the social clkzate felt healthier. It felt like you had more 
control and choicc -you don't hwe that feeling now as much. (R37) 

If you're computer- literate it meam you should be able to basically nwve a lot easier 
from one job to another- job. You're not doing hands-on work anymore. It's just 
programming a computer. (R16) 

These excerpts from interviews highlight the type of exchange-value orientations and goal- 

direction of much of the computer activity that workers described in this research. We see 

people's computer learning focussed on skills "upgrading" and "marketability" (R37), and 

oriented not to the satisliaction of human needs directly but rather mediated by a market 

exchange, earning a wage and movement from one job to another. It is this specific 

commodification motive-structure of activity that forms the dominant, core element of what I 

described early on as a technological common sense. Indeed, this core element expresses 

how people are driven toward computer learning ofien in order to gain or keep a job. It 

provides an overall impulsc towards the generation of computer learning in terms of an 

exchange-value. At the same time, these impulses toward commodification of computer 

learning are partially contradicted by people's everyday experiences and by dispositions and 

preferences which shape activity in terms of the types of learning networks that we've seen 

amongst the most organized segments of the working-class. 

Notions of computer literac? seem particularly prone to be W e d  with the kind of 

commodifying tendencies we've seen described above. In the practiczs of working-class 

parents in these interviews, we see this connection expressed, for example, in terms of their 

children's educational needs. Indeed the apparent importance of computers to the world of 

work, capital accumulation and the labour market has elevated computer literacy, at least in 

the minds of interviewees, to the level of a master literacy rivalling such basic operational 

skills as math and language. This interviewee, for example, sketches out the important role 

of computer learning in the selling of oneself on the labour market. 

3 ~ h e  definition and content of "computer literacy" bas been thesubject of debate that I've largely sought 
to keep separate tiom theanalysis in this research, but see a wonderful, and tomy mind still not dated, collection 
ofessays on Lhedifferent waysofthinking about computer literacy in Social ScienceCom~uterReview 7(1), where 
Robins and Webster attempl to insert a critical voice into the tecbnocratically oriented range of dominant 
perspectives on the subject. 



R: Like when we were growing up we had to learn math and english in school, 
[computer literacy] should almost he the same now. They should have to learn it. 

I: So it's vcry important for the future? 
R: Oh, it should bc a rtiundatoty course. 
I: And this is directly connected with the job market when they graduate and stuff? 
R: Well, I mean pcoplc are running around with little lap-tops in their cars, I mean it's 

just you know, you cari't be without it. I can't imagine even someone writing a 
resume for a job without a computer. (R16) 

The "mandatory" and essential character of computer literacy is constructed not out of its 

cha~acter as a practice ilscll', but from its instrumental relationship with capital& relations 

generally. Thc perspective in fact outlines a motivc-structure of activity that describes a 

working-class standpoint in computcr activity explicitly. Who is it that needs computer 

literacy? Not everybody. Rather it is Incant cxclusively Tor those who must depend for their 

live2hood on selling their labour-power on a job market. 

Other relations of social class and commodilication within computer learning are 

more subtle and derivativc. For example, wc've seen frequent comments on the use of 

"computer gamcs" amongst interviewees. How can we understand the processes of personal 

consumptim and entertainment as goal-directed and motive-structured in the context of use 

and exchange-values? Do computer-mediated practices that are forms of commodity 

consumption necessarily express and produce class dimensions as well? For Marx, 

individual consumption of commodities appears to have not been, strictly speaking, a 

distinctively class process per s c 4  In Ca~i ta l  Volume 1 (1867-6811967: Chapter 23), for 

example, Marx outlined two basic types of consumption in capitalist society. The fust form 

was what he called "productive consumption" where workers consume raw materials along 

with portions of futed-capital to produce exchange-value in surplus of the capital advanced. 

The second form was what he called "individual consumption" in which people use their 

money to satisfy the needs of subsistence as well as other needs to which we could include 

'~ourdicu (1984) clasic work in this area is an exception. In terms of M m ' s  discussion specifically. 
see, for example, Ca~ilal  v.2 (e.g. chapters 1 and 2) in the context of productive capitallconsumption and in 
Theories of Sumlus Value. Also note that Marx did little to distinguish between a "need" that is essential for 
hurnar: survival (e.g. shelter, food, etc.) andone that isartificially inducedasa tpeofcultural desireinaparticnlar 
community. 



interests such as the entcrtainment provided by computer games. Marx's basic distinction 

between these two forms oS consumption can be traced in many of the interviews. 

Comparing the amount of timc he spends "learning computers", for example, this chemical 

worker describes why the lcarning that other workers do in playing computer games is 

different. Do notions of usc and exchange-value enter into how and why practice is carried 

out? Though just a simple example, he relates it to the idea of computer practices that are 

"value added": 

Yeah well, I just can't, people will spend three tunes [the amount of time learning 
about computers] pli~ying bloody games. I just can't see that, there's no value added. 
(R18a) 

For this chemical workcr, computer games are a form of individual consumption that are not 

directly incorporated into n process modelling capital accumulation and productive 

consumption. Playing computer games is a form of consumption activity lacking in the 

exchange-value oriented motive-structure. 

The full relationship between capitalist production, exchange, consumption and social 

class is not as simple as Marx's basic distinction in &&I suggests. Marxists have outlined 

how the two forms of consumption should not bc thought of as separate activities but rather 

moments of thc reproduction of capitalist society as a whole. While the commodity, even in 

individual consumption, is put to a use that satisfies a type of human need directly, it is 

nonetheless part of the repetitive circuit of capitalist accumulation. Thus even individual 

consumption is implicated in the broadcr process which ultimately c o n f m s  particular class 

standpoints in the politicd cconornic relations of society 

In every aspect of daily life in which the individual worker imagines himselfto be the 
subject of his own life he finds this to be a illusion that is destroyed by the immediacy 
of his existence. This forces upon him the knowledge that the most elementary 
gratification of hi needs, his own individual consumption, whether it proceed within 
the workshop or outside it, whether it be part of the process of reproduction or not, 
forms therefore an aspect of the production and the reproduction of capital, just a s  
cleaning machinery does, whether it be done while the machinery is working or while 
it is standing idle ... (Lukics, 1971:164) 

At the same time, individual consumption is not merely a ratification of the capitalist system, 



but presents an opportunity for the activation of the commodity in unexpected ways. For 

example, we saw how computer games are used in the workplace as well as in the home; 

however, computer games in the workplace, in fact, provide goal-directed action that requires 

creative, collective social action and the development and sharing of new knowledge and 

s k i  in the workplace. These practices, in turn, lead to the breaking of security features of 

company computer systems, and generally subverted workplace discipline. Such collective 

activities build feelings of membership and identities-in-practice that can lead to more 

conscious, formalized and class-conscious actions such as those seen in Chapter 8. So-called 

"multi-media" computer systems thal attempt to turn the Internet into an interactive 

commercial forum are, iirst and foremost, destined for individual consumption though this 

does not mean that this consumption cannot move beyond the boundaries intended for it. 

Though intcrviewees often mentioned co-workers and children playing computer 

games, it was not often that workers admitted that they themselves participated in these 

activities. It is probablc, however, that for many working-class computer learners the use of 

computer games serves what Hakken's (1993) data describes as "escapist" activity. In his 

study of working-class computing in Northern England, Hakken cites an excerpt from an 

interview with a worker who explains this dimension of computer activity as follows: 

Q: Do computcrs change class? Are they seen as a way out 01: the working class? 
A: They seem to offer an alternative, in my experience at least. Hackers - we call 

them that, too - seem to come from every level of society. The cult of the 
home computer is a major thing in all classes. But still, the best selling 
software is no1 games of skill but fantasy games, like "Hobby", which is 
inspired by Tollcien. They're escape, but into fantasy, not out of your social 
situation. (Hakken, 1993:223) 

Certainly, amongst interviewees in my research. issues of escapism, commodification, 

individual and productive consumption were heavily intertwined. Through a careful analysis, 

however, these features arc discemable as separate identifiable moments of a broader 

political economic process that ultimately confirms the existence of class dimensions of 

computer learning. 



11.3 Use-Value Oriented Computer Learning Activity: Communities and Social 

Change 

Revolutionary practice or activity (not to bc cquated with the particular revolutionary 
activity of making n rcvolution) is ordinary day-to-day, hour-to-hour, human 
(historical) activity ... The distinctly human quality of our species is its capacity to 
practice revolutionary activity, a capacity, as we have said, that is, unfortunately, only 
sometimes self-consciously manifest. Instead, our ordinary activity (so-called) is non- 
revolutionary; in Fact, it is not activity at all... It is changing the historical totality (or, 
more accurately, thc many totalities). Indeed, this radically non-dualistic dialectic-in- 
practice is what changing - i.e. activity - is. (Newman and Holzwm, 1993:46) 

Alternative practices, whilc not openly resisting domination, can nonetheless express a 

contradiction within activitics. In somc cases alternative practices are a self-conscious and 

active response to contradictions which can be characterized in the terms of Certeau's (1984; 

1997) notion of the "tactical". These are subtle forms of practice that occur, for example, in 

the interstitial spaces of organizations. They represent a resistance to direct incorporation 

into legitimate institutional relations. These practices are a response to inner contradictions 

of an activity system brought on by tools themselves, by elements of the social organization 

of activity, by the inter-relations of several activity systems, and so on. They are always 

experienced from a spccilic standpoint in activity. 

Use-value as we saw above is necessary for the production of exchange-value (i.e. 

people don't exchange what they havc not found some use for, broadly conceived). At the 

same time, use-value lies in a contradictory relation to exchange-value within the commodity 

form. In order to become a commodity. in fact, learning as a broad social activity must be 

tortuously shaped by powerful institutional relations, principally the modern mass schooling 

system and the labour markct. Learning activity that is not projected toward a process of 

exchange on a capitalist labour market, whether it is "wood carving or dog-grooming" (see 

tbe quote from R63 abovc), is instead a process that needn't be exploitative. It can instead be 

an opportunity for mutuality and the direct satisfaction of one's own and one's community's 

needs. 

In Hakken's Computing Myths. Class realities: An ethnoeranhv of technologv and 

working n e o ~ l c  in Shcffield (1993) we find an examination of how working people engaged 



with and understood computer technology in their everyday lives. He reports on a highly 

organized working-class community that produccd a range of alternative computing practices, 

and different modes of computer-mediated learning. The core of the alternative practices 

revolved around what working-class Sheffielders understood as "socially useful" computing. 

What was distinctive about the Sheffield region was the extent to which people there 
had pushed for local policies to influence computing [whereas capital did not]. These 
policies aimed to cbannel computerization into "socially useful production." That is, 
they aimed to promote computer use that built on rather than replaced existing worker 
skills and local economic structures. In part as a consequence of strong worker 
education institutions, the policies encouraged "community computing" in opposition 
to "administrative computing". (Hakken, 1993:28) 

The subjects in Hakken's work sought to develop specific computer practices in the 

comn~unity that were not oriented toward profit-making but instead sought to meet the needs 

of community members dircclly. Hakkcn comments that in some cases "working class 

people can bend computing to their own social purposes and thereby participate actively in 

the creation of computing culture" (1993:79). Examples of countervailing social organization 

of computer-mediated activity documented by Hakken included: Workers' Study Circles 

(based in the Scandinavian models); organized groups such as the "Computers for People"; a 

women's Technology Training Workshop; and, a Community Operations Research Unit 

which offered technologd support for other community groups. Each of these revolved 

around members' search for a way of using computing to extend democracy, relations of 

collectivity and community (Hakken, 1993:179-80). What Hakken's research drives home is 

that there are examples of alternative computer-based practice that lie in opposition to 

alienation, the commodification process, and ultimately capital itself. 

Interviewees in my research also expressed alternative use-value orientations in 

computer practices, though there was little evidence of the kind of formally organized 

alternative computing groups cited by Hakken. Nevertheless, these computer learning 

practice went beyond both private consumption and learning which was simply incorporated 

into a formal credential or Iabour process directly. These were not "revolutionar)" practices, 

but rather were directed toward building elements of neighbourhood, work- and home-based 

communities. In the excerpt below we can see a number of examples of how working people 
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carried out computer-mcd~atcd practices that contributed to communities such as the trade 

union or the informal groups of co-workers on the shopfloor. I begin the excerpt by 

commenting that I had noticcd that the interviewee had produced some (computer generated) 

documents for his upcommg union meeting. He outlines how he learned his computer skills 

which reiterates many of thc themes discussed in other chapters. He goes on, however, to 

talk briefly about the activities of anothcr worker at the plant which are relevant for us in this 

section. 

I saw in preparation for the union meeting I saw your name on the bottom of a chart. 
Did you prepare that chart? 
Oh, for the union meting, ycah. 
So you do somp home computing? 
I have a system at home, we moved a while ago and I haven't unpacked it yet. And I 
get paid to do it hcrc, so. 
There's access to a computer here? 
Oh for sure. I would say about half the membership has some sort of access to 
computers, like you have to be authorized to be on the system, but I mean half of them 
are almost computer experts. There's one guy here on the midnight shift, he's got kind 
of like a catering service going for guys in his department. He keeps it to hi buddies, 
sometimes OR-shift fellas. Hc's very proficient, he's probably more proficient in the 
computers than I am. 
Caters to the off-shiSt? What do you mean? 
Oh, brings in chocohte bars, coffee, stuff like that, he's got a coffee ern set up and 
covers his costs. 
And how does hc use the computer'? 
Yeah, he uses it, he's not suppose to but he has a menu set up on the company system. 
We actually approached him, we wanted him to set up social committces for the 
union, because he is very good at that sort of thing, 50150 draws, and, well he 
organizes a party every year for the plant, like a Christmas dance, and he just raises 
money throughout the year with 50150 draws and what not, he is just very good that 
way ... 
Do you know if hc has any formal training in comnputers? 
No, not to my knowledge, but I think he started taking correspondence now. I don't 
know him that well, he works steady midnights. (R18a) 

The worker described in the latter portion of the excerpt operates within the interstitial spaces 

of the workplace - as Certcau might say, tactically - to do what he likes to do most: organize 

events and activities for friends and co-workers. While t h i  may be seen as an example of 

petty commodification, the worker caters to cover the cost of coffee and chocolate bars and 



saves co-workers' molicy they'd otherwise spend on over-priced items from the company-run 

cafeteria. These practices work around the control of the workplace and even the profit- 

making of the company cufcteria. They are an example of a type of activity that was not 

uncommon amongst workcrs interviewed. It is a mundane, everyday activity that while it 

does not directly oppose the interests of capital or the capitalist process was not aligned with 

it eithcr. Outside thc workplace thcre were other common examples of computer activity that 

were not commodiied. Interviewees described using computer-based activity to facilitate 

their children's' local sports leagues, to contribute to local trade union activity, in order to 

share recipes with friends and neighbours, to share and store music, and so on. These types 

of activities, as they were inserted into community relations, moved beyond simply individual 

consumption, and nor were the activities directed toward the production of exchange-value, 

commodilication or wagcd work. Rathcr, these computer-mediated activities were oriented 

toward their own use-value primarily. Though not as formally organized as the Sheffield 

working-class, they were cxamples of community-based computing similar to those described 

by Hakken. 

This partner of an auto parts worker outlines another example of computer learning 

which deviates and in somc ways opposcs the incorporation of computer-based activity into 

the commodilication and individual consumption processes. In discussions with her about 

her computer learning shc described that she has spent a great deal of time learning about 

various types of "data bnsc" software. When I askcd why, she explained the relationship 

between this learning and the actual goal of her activity which was to share her passion for 

movies with friends and co-workers 

R: I have my movie list on the computer ... It automatically puts it in alphabetical order 
and stuff like that then I can put in categories. Like I have cartoons, movies, 
miscellaneous, music, sports - like I have them in categories, and then I print it up on 
the printer, so I have my list and when I went to look for a particular ones, see I have 
the numbers too - so I know whcre to fmd that movie. 

I: Okay, so like a reference number eh? 
R: Yeah, and then for people, like I used to have one [list] I used to take to work with me 

because people from work would borrow movies so they'd ask to see my list so they'd 
know what movies I'd had - stuff like that. 

I: How big is your collection about? 



R: Well [the data hasc program] numbers it, and its up to 900 and - a h o s t  a 1000 now. 
I: So those are all movies that you have copied? 
R: Yeah. 
I: That's more than a video store! 
R: Yeah, like I have movies, I have documentaries. L i e  I'm going to do this Beatles 

anthology thing [6 hour documcntary on television]. I'm taping one right now on the 
radio ... And, well I have 3 or 4 people who want me to make copies for them. 
Usually people call or just drop around and they ask me to tape something for them or 
they borrow something ... I keep a supply of blank tapes here too because you know if 
there is something on, you don't know about right away and you haven't had a chance 
to get a tape or somcthing, I always have extra blank tapes here. (R4b) 

This is a computer-based, informal, video library system for non-profit community use 

amongst co-workers, neighbours and Family. It is an activity that is mediated by her 

computer learning, and it lies in partid opposition to the two key principles of the capitalist 

logic: the domination of market systems over other forms of social relations and the principle 

of private ownership of property. It is learning which is encapsulated in an activity system 

that counters, not only the commodification of computer-skills, but even the commodification 

process of real goods and services. To return to the quote that I drew on to begin this section, 

use-value oriented activity is what neo-Vygotskians Newman and Holzman (1993) describe 

as "human historical" activity. These kinds of mundane contributions to communities, as I 

said, certainly do not seem historical or revolutionary, however they can be seen to operate 

according to a use-value orientation outside of commodification processes. 

11.4 Summary 

This chaptcr has provided a sustained discussion of the political economic dimensions 

of people's everyday computer learning practices. It argues that computer learning expressed 

specific social standpoints in the context of use and exchange-value oriented activity. The 

features I identify above arc rooted in the contradiction inherent in the commodity form and 

hence capitalism itself. The basic recognition of these dynamics and relations of activity are 

not new to neo-Vygotskian scholarship however they have not been fully elaborated to date. 

While use and exchange-values in the commodity form are not, in the concrete, 

separate features, I've separated them analytically for the purposes of a coherent, detailed 

examination. I looked at the implications of exchange-value and use-value for our 



understanding of learning began with a brief discussion of Marx's own work on 

commodification. Building from this we saw how the processes of commodification and the 

orientation towards exchange-values plays a role in computer learning activity. At the same 

time, we saw how people also participated in computer-mediated activity and computer 

learning that did not necessarily align with dominant logic of capitalist socicty. These use- 

value orientations wcre instead directcd toward the direct satisfaction of individual, family, 

group and community necds. 



Chapter 12 
Conclusions, Praxis and Future Research 

This research was directed toward making visible the social relations that shape the 

computer learning practices that people undertake from a working-class standpoint. My 

interests were to understand the fi~ll range of computer learning that working-class people 

engage in, which I argued was largely obscured by a coherent set of tendencies that ran 

through conventional adult learning theory. I made use of basic historical materialist and 

neo-Vygotskian frameworks, I complemented these frameworks with several other concepts 

such as "common sense" (Gramsci, 1971). "class habitus" (Bourdieu, 1984) and, to some 

degree, "frame analysis" (Goffman, 1974). C o m b i i g  these theoretical tools and integrating 

different levels of micro and macro-analysis, I argued that the computer learning I examined 

is deeply embedded in relations of advanced capitalism. 

12.1 Computer Learning and the Working-Class 

... individual or collective classification struggles aimed at transforming the categories 
of perception and appreciation of the social world and, through this the social world 
itself, are indeed a forgotten dimension of the class struggle. (Bourdieu, 1984:483) 

Re-evaluating the notion of adult learning and attempting to understand the complexity of 

these practices in the everyday was the fist step toward making visible the class relations 

inherent in people's computcr learning. The neo-Vygotskian frameworks offered by Leont'ev 

(1974; 1978), Engestrijm (1 987; 1992; 1999) and Lave and Wenger (Lave, 1988; Lave and 

Wenger, 1991) provided Important starting points for this type of analysis. Drawing on their 

work we could begin to see how computer learning was mediated by a broad set of social and 

historical relations. With a careful consideration of social standpoints in activity we were 

able to understand that computer learning was a differentiated and differentiating form of 

social practices. In other words, we saw how relations of social class both produced specific 

forms of computer learning practice and how these practices, in turn, contributed to the 

reproduction of social class. 

Focussing on everyday practices, class standpoints provided the starting point for 

understanding a specific body of dispositions, preferences and sensibilities in terms of 
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learning. These dispositions were subject to reformation in practice, emerged from people's 

position in broad sets oC social and nuaterial relations, and when fully expressed in materially 

stable conditions gave rise to spontaneous, mutualistic and democratic forms of working- 

class community. At the same time, computer learning activity could be seen to be mediated 

by a highly fragmented, generalized perspective toward technology. Though contradictory, 

this perspective was dominated by individualized consumption, mystifcation of technology, 

exchange-value oriented activity and a process incorporation into capitalist political 

economy. Both working-cluss techrzological conznzoii sense and working-class learning 

habitus provided useful ways to understand how people played an active role in the 

accomplishment of computer learning in the everyday. The 'habitus-in-practice' and the kind 

of technological common sense I described mediated each other in ways that produced the 

unique class character of computer leurning. 

Though people makc active and conscious choices in their learning practices, we saw 

that people didn't recreate the world anew at each moment. Instead they were constrained by 

a variety of historical-material conditions, part of which were specific tools which shaped 

practices into coordinated activity. Tools connect a whole human history of complex social 

relations with the ongoing contingency of actual practice. These particular computer learning 

practices could also he seen as a moment or dimension of a broader working-class life in a 

technologically advanced capitalist economy. 

As I showed throughout the analysis, people were active producers of their own 

learning. Both the frame analysis and he-grained sequential analysis were usehl 

mechanisms for discussing the way that learning and consciousness are integrated and inter- 

subjectively negotiated. Though preliminary, frame analysis helped us to understand how it 

is that people can "key" their practices to rearrange the relations between different levels of 

activity. Bringing certain tracks of interaction into the foreground and subordinating others 

all in the context of social interaction. 

The interlocking tendencies of dominant approaches to adult learning, that I called 

Capitalist Learning Hegemony (CLH), could be understood to play a role in the way that 

"learning" fits in with contemporary capitalist society. It is not a coincidence that 



individualization, univers;llization, formalization of expertlnovice relations and 

credentialization of learning align with the efficient functioning of a labour market, the 

profitable organization and exploitation of "human capital", and so on. Indeed, I began 

Chapter 3 with a quote from Karl Marx to signal thcse very issues. It is precisely these issues 

that my exposition on comn~odification, use-value and exchange-value orientations in 

people's computer learning was meant to highlight. 

More specifically, I argued that a "working-class" standpoint is implicit in these 

computer learning practices based on a range of mutually supportive claims. Steps towards 

making these claims began in the bricf review of selected adult learning theories offered in 

Chapter 3 and the opening discussion of working-class lcuning in Chapter 4. However, the 

analysis is most specific in Chapters 5 through 11. 

The analysis of intcrviewees' perspectives on technology and their reasons for 

entering into computer learning presented in Chapter 5 demonstrated a specific "working- 

chss technological common sense". This common sense was a complex weave of dominant 

discourses and contradictory working-class experience. The core of this common sense was 

actively produced in both the media and in people's own workplaces, and centred around a 

notion of "technological progress". Interviewees often mystified the relevance of computer 

technology in their own lives and predicted computer literacy to be the a k i d  of "master 

literacy" that workers as well as their children needed to devote serious learning time 

towards. However, these dominant notions conflicted with many experiences that people had 

in their own lives. In many cases, what was good for capital, particular at the point of 

production, diverged from what was good for the waged labourer. Also contradicting the 

core of this common sensc: was the fact that people could develop fairly advanced knowledge 

and skill in computers with little or no formal training, and that people typically found these 

skills to be fix in advance of any requirements within the actual industrial labour process. 

While the working-class lechnologicd common sense was contradictory and fragmentary, it 

nonetheless drove the majority of people, with varying degrees of willingness, to enter into 

specific forms of computer learning. 

Chapter 6 outlined how micro-situated computer learnindlabour activity also 



expresses class dimensions. The detailed analysis of "Larry" and "Roger" learning together in 

the computer lab demonstrated the kinds of active, everyday capacities that are involved in 

computer learning activity. The k i d  of mundane con~plexity of human-computer interaction 

was striking. But more importantly, we got a sustained look at the kinds of tacit processes 

that underlie computer lcarning generally. This analysis was associated with the claim that 

people can create knowledge collectively and are not necessarily bound by experthovice 

relationships. This claim of collective, social and non-hierarchical (expertlnovice) 

dimensions of learning was, in fact, an important, empirically-based counter-argument to the 

kinds of dominant tendencies I outlincd in the review of adult learning theory in Chapter 3. 

The dominant tendcncies of adult learning theory were seen to underpin class-deficit 

theorizing that obscures, dcnies or denigrates much of the learning that working-people do. 

In this way counter-arguments against this "CLH were an important part of beginning to 

make visible the class dimensions of working-class computer learning. In the second part of 

Chapter 6, we saw an analysis of human-computer-organization interaction in terms of 

"organizational sequences of action". "Gwen's" (a clcrical worker) activity presented even 

further evidence of class dimensions of computer learning focussed on the workplace. We 

saw how the design featurcs of the Oracle purchasing department software mediated activity 

in the capitalist workplacc. Oracle clearly did not stand over the work of senior managers in 

the same way it did Gwen and her co-workcrs, and in this way prefigured different class 

standpoints in computer-mediated activity. Oracle could be seen to be the electronic 

embodiment of the core dynamics of capital accumulation and labour processes in the micro 

contcxt. Organizational control clashed with workers attempts to carry out their work in 

many ways, and in response several "inSorma1" organizational sequences were generated 

cooperatively, amongst a range of workers. The creation of these alternative sequences, was 

a means by which workers not only carried out their work efficiently, but s h i e d  their modes 

of mediated participation. Using a neo-Vygotskian delinition of learning it was seen that 

through these changing forms of participation in activity workers themselves produced that 

allowed them to learn at work. 

Chapter 7 served u more foundational purpose in regards to the analysis of class 
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dimensions of computer learning. Again building on the neo-Vygotskian framework, in this 

chapter I introduced sevcral key features of working-class learning habitus as it interacted 

with the forms of common-sense outlined in Chapter 5. Computer learning took place in a 

number of settings in which computer-mediation was not always the conscious goal-directed 

action. This was computcr learning in the everyday which took place across intersecting 

spheres of activity. This in fact reflected dimensions of class fife that often had to be 

organized in the interstitial spaces of other activities, institutional settings and so on, where 

working-class people cxerciscd only limited control. When sufficient material resources 

could be organized, solidaristic networks of working-class computer learning emerged in 

which members displayed a group-oriented perspective. Participants collectivized and drew 

on each other's differences in interests, s k i  and preferences of leaming style. The centres of 

these networks tended to be generated around the organization of material resources for 

participation rather than expcrtise itself. These specific features of a working-class computer 

learnhg habitus could be added to the more general observations in Chapter 4 where we 

traced a type of disaffected and at times oppositional perspective toward formal education 

and training :hat was rootcd in class experience. 

Chapter 8 was meant to focus on the most conscious and formally organized 

expressions of class standpoints in computer-mediated learning. I reviewed a number of 

original, large-scale survcy analyses throughout the chapter which also helped to reinforce 

qualitative observations. I began by establishing the important role that class relations in the 

workplace play in people's computer learning generally. We also saw how the formalized 

expression of working-class standpoints and the interests of wage-labour in the form of trade 

union activity had an important effect on computcr learning. Finally I presented a brief 

analysis of class difference by examining a mini-sample of upper-class interviewees in terms 

of the practices and perspectives on learning, education and computers. 

Chapter 9 expressed class dimensions of computer learning with a focus on how 

group membership, computer learning and working-class standpoint were mediated by orality 

and specific oral artifacts. Orality, 'talking about' and 'talking within' computer learning was 

used to store, transmit and develop computer skitls and knowledge in the everyday. Oral 



artifacts such as narratives, sayings and analogies expressed interviewees' sense of their own 

standpoint in relation to computer access and learning in capitalist society, and formed the 

basis of the storage and transmission of informal knowledge in computer learning networks. 

Interviewee's relationship to various material structures and the distribution of time, 

space and human energy in advanced capitalist society was discussed in Chapter 10. Here 

too I integrated large-scale survey data to partially support qualitative claims. A working- 

class standpoint in relation to material structures was seen to shape ongoing computer 

learning practices. Perhaps onc of the most important contributions to the class analysis of 

computer learning however was the demonstration of the degree to which working-class 

computer learning was gendered. The division of labour in working-class households - partly 

conditioned by class relations, partly conditioned by patriarchal relations - structured "free" 

and "unfree" time for computer learning amongst working-class women. We also saw class 

differences in terms of hornc computer ownership. This analysis c l a r ~ e d  the observations 

offered in some recent educational survey analysis of how the capitalist class is reproducing 

itself through the use olcomputers. This clarification of how working people learn 

computers despite the gap in private ownership was extended to the discussion of how 

workers resist the material and organizational discipline in the workplace tactically to carry 

out computer-mediated learning. 

In the fmal chapter, we saw a full discussion of the broader motive-structures of 

computer learning in terms of contradictions of the commodity-form. Use-value, exchange- 

value, the process of commodification and incorporation into the dynamics of capitalist 

political economy were dcfining features of many of the computer learning practices 

examined. These forms of coordination of people's everyday activity pre-figure specific 

standpoints, and express class dimensions of computer learning an overarching motive- 

structure. 

These claims are meant to speak to each of the different (operational, goal and 

motive) levels of activity outlined in the neo-Vygotskian framework, but to do so with 

specific attention to the mherent class practices that are a part of computer learning. As I 

indicated from the outset, taken together these inter-lockmg claims provide a convincing 



argument that "learning" is a differentiated and differentiating form of social practice. 

12.2 Praxis and Working-class Computer Learning 

[Tlhe most important observation to be made about any concrete analysis of the 
relations of force is the following: that such analyses cannot and must not be ends in 
themselves ... but acquire significance only if they serve to justify a particular practical 
activity, or initiative of will. They reveal the points of least resistance, at which the 
force of will can be most fruitfully applied; they suggest immediate tactical 
operations; they indicate how a campaign of political agitation may best be launched, 
what language will best be understood ... (Gramsci, 1971:185) 

In this short section, I want to discuss some of the practical suggestions that this research 

suggests. A working-class respondent in Hakken (1993) is quoted as follows: 

I see technological dcvelopment allowing a break up of the working class 
demoralization. The scene is being set right now, for only socialism is capable of 
dealing with the silicon chip. (Hakken, 1993:22) 

Is it possible for us to take such an optimistic view of computer-based activity in advanced 

capitalkt society in light of this research? Are there points at which, as Gramsci explains, 

"force of will can be most fruitfully applied" in the realm of working-class computer 

learning? Is it enough to look for alternative uses for existing technological artifacts? In 

Chapter 5, I rcviewed the work of Sally Hacker (1990) in which she posed a fundamental 

question: "technology for what?" However, is it reasonable to think we can re-orient the use 

of "tools" designed and developed under a particular set of antagonistic and exploitative 

social relationships? Thc message that this research suggested is that computer artifacts 

express deeply embedded, hierarchical relations of design and development, and that these 

relations narrow the transformative potential of most current technologies. 

From a working-class perspective, the best hope of gaining socialized control over 

computer technologies lies in the democratization of the process of research and development 

(e.g. UTOPIA, 1985; Ehn, 1988; Taylor and Sawchuk, 2000). In many ways, the analysis of 

the everyday computer-based activities of working-class people confumed this. We see, for 

example, that practices of interviewees, couched as the forms of technological common 

sense, are very seldom able to realize any transformative function. This is particularly the 

case when people remain isolated as individuals and small groups outside of organized 



collective action. 

The labour movement offers the p ~ c i p a l  means by which the collective and 

democratic impulses figured in the types of solidaristie networks examined in Chapter 7 can 

be harnessed to affect the relations of design and development of computer technology.' 

Thesc same impulses could also be expressed through the type of organizing that the 

working-class community in Sheffield (U.K.) were seen to have done in Hakken (1993). 

Beyond the democratizing of the research and development processes, the labour movement 

can also play a particularly central role in democratizing the realm of paid work which would 

reverberate into the other major spheres of activity (home and community) examined. We've 

seen that experiences in thc workplace play an inlportant role in people's perspective toward 

computer learning, and we'vc seen that beginning with the development of CNC technologies 

in the 1940's and 501s, specific computer technologies are an expression of the balance of 

power and control which is centred in control over economic production. 

Another practical use of this rescareh could centre around new approaches to 

education. Curriculum for such an education would focus on consciousness raising around 

the dominating and class-biassed conceptions of learning and education, the de-mystification 

of technological forms, and the transformation of "common sense" into what Gramsci called 

a more critical "good sense". A frame analysis of how class relations lie 'seen but unnoticed' 

in people's everyday lives offers a provocative theoretical apparatus that may be of some 

help. At the same time, working-clw groups clearly need to generate discretionary time, 

energy and space for people so that they can collectively and creatively respond to dynamics 

of advanced capitalism such as technological change. The labour movement and other 

organized expressions of subordinate standpoints such as the Women's Movement, various 

ethnic communities groups, as well as popular education initiatives, social justice groups, and 

so on, all can play a role in generating and coordinating these basic resources. 

Foremost, however, it is appropriate to build on existing modes of activity rather than 

 he Women's Movement and various community groups organized around subordinated ethnic 
standpoints obviously have a role to play as well. Genderedlclass and raciaVclass effects, while not the focus of 
this research, nevertheless were seen to play a role in the 'dis-organization' of non-white, female working-class 
groups. 



trying to somehow invent new ones. Working people can and do learn together outside of 

formalized education. These less formalized means of organizing relations of learning, 

however, are not always the most efticient way to develop specifc skills and knowledge. 

Provided control lay in the hands of subordinate g~oups themselves, formalized, 

pedagogically organized learning has a role to play in accentuating the learning that people 

can do in the everyday. Lcarning within a critical and stable, participatory community of 

learners provides the best opportunity for working people to collectively establish alternative 

working-class perspectives on issues such as computer technology as well as the processes of 

education and learning themselve~.~ 

12.3 Future Directions in the Analysis of Learning Amongst Subordinate Groups 

In terms of the further development of a program of inquiry into computer learning, 

prospects revolve around a point I figured earlier in this chapter regarding the investigation of 

multiple standpoints in activity. Indeed, the basic neo-Vygotskian framework can, I think, be 

used to understand the complexities of race, gender and class co-mediation of learning in a 

variety of settings. 

Further developmcnt of theoretical concepts for making explicit the social relational 

dimensions of adult learning is also highly recommended. This would include a more 

sustained development of the production and transformation of learning habitus in activity. 

Clearly issues of race and gender provide ways of understanding additional sets of 

preferences, tastes and dispositions towards particular ways of participating in learning 

activities. 

Finally, it is important to note that interest in learning, lifelong learning and 

computer-based learning arc occurring within a spccific historical period. Issues of 

technology and learning are important terrain beneath which, in Gramsci's terms (1971), more 

general "organic" forces of power compete (p.178). Critical formulations of learning and 

'11 would seem, in Cict, that an educational model similar to the one outlined in the analysis of the 
computer learning network amongst unionized auto workers in Chapters 7 and 8, for example, offers the best of 
both worlds. This model includes active, semi-formal support groups of co-learners which facilitate the sharing 
and development of expertise from a particular class-perspective which, at the same time, encourages critical, 
collective access to more formalized educational resources. 
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technology therefore do haw a necessary connection to deeper issues of social justice and 

political struggle, and have the potential to play an important, progressive role in the class 

struggles within capitalist society. 
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APPENDIX A: Consent Form and Interview Schedule 

A STUDY ON INFORMAL LEARNING AND COMPUTER LITERACY 

Dear Subject: 

You are being askcd LO take part in a research study concerning learninr and computers. The 
results of this study are intended to document some of the informal ways that working people deal 
with computer technology, and to help in the development of more effective educational 
programmes. 

If you agree to participate in the study, you will he asked to talkahout how and why you learn 
about computers, and your general background/personaJ history. 

It is important that you he assured that: 

* You will not be personally identified in any reporting of the results. 
* You are free to withdraw from the study at  any point. 

If you have any questions at any time ask me personally or phone me at (416) 920-5776. 

Please sign the consent form at the bottom and give it back to your interviewer. 

Thank you very much for your help. 

Sincerely, 

Peter Sawchuk 
Project Leader 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, Toronto 
...................................................................................................................... 

CONSENT FORM 

I agree to participate in the INFORMAL LEARNING AND COMPUTER LITERACY interview 
under the conditions speciiied in the above letter including guarenteed anonymity and the right to 
withdraw at any time. 

SIGNATURE 

Subject number: 

If you'd like to receive a report on the outcome of this study include a mailing address on the hack 
of this form and one will be sent to you upon completion. 



FOCUSSED LIFE HISTORY lT'4TERVPEW # I - -  
CORlPUTER LEARNING 

Social Background 

How old are you? 

Is there a cultural or ethnic group you identify yourself with? Why? 

Is there a social class you would say you belong to? Why? 

What is your schooling? 

Are you married? 
If married: 
How long have you been together? 
Is there a cultural or ethnic group helshe identities with? 
Does your partner work outside the home? Job? 
What is your spouse's schooling? 

Do you have children? Ages? Sex? Schooling? 

Please tell me what you do (did) for a living? 
themes: 
- job description: 
- job title; 
- iob environment. 

Computerltechnology attitudes and computer learning activities. 
(Specific learning) 

1'. Tell me about your computer learning activites. 
- What have you learned aboutlin computers? 
- How did you learn these things? 
- Why did you choose to learn these things? 
- Was this learning done alone, with others? 
- What are your future plans in terms of computer learning? 
- WhenIWhy did you first become interested in con~puters? 
- How much time would you say do actually spend on these activities per week? 
- Describe a recent computer activity you have undertakenltook? Problems? Solutions? 
- Have you taken any formal courses in computers? Whymhy not? 

2. Would you prefer to learn computer programming, operation or maintenance (all, some, one? 



why? how?) 

4. Where or from what sources do you get your information, about computers? 

5. What are some of thc ways you might go about learning more, gaining more experience with 
computers? 

6. Are family members involved in computer activities? WhylWhy not? How? 

(General thoughts on computers/technology) 

What are some of your general thoughts on the role of computers in our society? (beliefs, 
specific knowledge, experiences, etc.) 

What are some of your general thoughts on the role of technology of all k i d s  in our society? 

What are "computer skills" from your experience? What does it mean to be able to use a 
computer? 

How would you describc or deline "computer literacy?" 

Where/how/ror what purposes do you see computers being used most often? 

What are some advantages computerized technology offers us in your opinion? 

What are some disadvantages computerized technology offers us in your opinion? 

What are some of the different uses of the computer in your mind? (practical, theoretical, 
general, specific, etc.) 

Who knows the most about computers. who are computer experts? 

Are computers hard or easy to learn (in general, personally), why? 

How much do you think a student learns at school about computers? 

How much should a student learn about computers? 

Could there be places. ways of lellrning computers that you would be better at or more 
comfortable with? 

Thank you very much for your help 



FOCUSSED LIFE HISTORY INTERVIEW #2 -- 
GENERAL LIFE HISTORYlBACKGROUND 

Reflections on f is t  interview? Questions? Comments? 

What are some of the main mo~ncnts or events and people that were significant in shaping 
who helshe is today? In terms of attitudes towards learning in generalltechnology? 

Please tell me about your early years. 
- when, where were you bodgrow up? 
- what are some important memories of growing up? 
- how would you describc yourself as a child? 
- what do you remembcr of your experiences at school? 
- did you have other interests? 
- describe your parent(s). 
- memories of relevant economic, political, social events of the time. 

Please tell me about thc period right after you left school? 
-job search. 
- learning the job. 
- living arrangements. 
- other social activitics. 
- learning activities. 
- memories of relevant economic, political, social evenls of the time. 

What were the next major changes or stages in your life? Describe them? 

What are your current attitudes towards learning in general? Why? 

(Where applicable) 

6. Describe your kids. What are your aspirations for them, etc.? 

7. What kind of decisions took place with regard to who worked outside the home, having 
children, housing, etc. 

8. Has there been any serious health problems with you or your family? 

(General Reflections on Life) 

9. Describe any personal philosophy of life, work, family, politics, religion, learning, etc. that 
you may have. 



10. Do you have any thoughts on things that are good or bad with our society in general? How 
might we cnhance or change these things? 

11. Do you havc any thoughts on how things might be made better in terms of 
learningleducation'? 

12. How might computers and advanced technology fit into any thoughts you have concerning 
the good and bad about society in gcneral? 

13. Wherelwhen do you get achance to t"& about thc sorts of societal issues we've talking about 
today? 

Any questions, comments. etc. 

Thank you very much again Cor your time. 
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APPENDIX B: Table of Interviewees 

ID Age RaceflEtbnicity' Sex Schooling Class Household Occupation 

Dutch-Canadian in 
m 

Italian-Canadian S 
Scottish-Canadian m 
German-Canadian S 
French-Canadian m 
Canadian S 
French-Cn~adian m 
Filipino-Cauadian m 
Canadian m 
Polish-Canadian m 
Chinese S 
Canadian S 
French-Canadian f 
Canadian f 
Canadian m 
Canadian m 
Canadian m 
Canadian I 
Cnrddian m 
Canadian I 
Irish-Canadian m 
Italian-Canadian f 
Canadian in 
Canadian m 
Ukranian-Canadian m 
Ukranian-Canadian f 
Canadian m 
Canadian m 
German-Canadian m 
Canadian I 
Canadian m 
CanadianfEasKoast lnn 
Canadian nl 
Canadian f 
Canadian I 
Canadian m 
Canadian I 
Canadian S 
Jewish-Canadian C 
Greek-Canadian f 
Chinese-Canadian f 
Canadian S 
Philipino-Canadian f R45 50 

R46 43 Canadian m 

grade 12 
grade 12 
gradc l l 
grade 11 
grade 12 
grade 12 
grade 11 
gradc9 
grade 13 
grade 12 
grade 11 
primary 
gradc 12 
grade 12 
college 
grade 10 
grade 12 
grade 10 
grade 13 
grade 10 
grade 12 
grade 13 
grade 10 
primasy 
grade 12 
--- 
--- 
grade 12 
grade 12 
trade 
college 
college 
grade 10 
college 
college 
BA;BEd 
grade 10 
grade 12 
college 
grade 11 
grade 12 
college 
grade 12 
grade 12 
grade 12 

mc 

WC 

mc 
mc 
mc 
mc 
WC 

mc 
mc 
mc 
WC 

mc 
mc 
nc 
mc 
mc 
wc 
nc 
mc 
mc 
mc 
wc 
WC 

mc 
wclmc 
wc 
WC 

WC 

wc 
mc 
mc 
WC 

mc 
mclwc 
mc 
mc 
mc 
WC 

wclmc 
mc 
WC 

WC 

Imc 
WC 

family1,di 
Samilyl 
single2 
Samily1,di 
Samilyl,di 
family2,di 
Samily3,di 
family3,di 
Samily3,di 
family2,di 
family1,di 
family2,di 
family2,di 
Samily2,mi 
single3,mi 
Samily2,mi 
Samily1,s 
Samily3,di 
Smily3,di 
Samily3,di 
family3,di 
family1,di 
single2 
family2 
Fmily1,di 
familyl 
family1 
singlel 
family1,di 
family3 
Samily1,di 
singlel 
Pamilyl .di 
Fmily3,di 
singlel 
family3,di 
singlel 
singlel 
singlel 
family3,di 
family1,di 
family 1,di 
singlel 
fmily3,di 
Samilyl 

machine operator 
machine operator 
housekeeping (lo) 
machine operator 
mail-sorter (pSct) 
machine operator 
machine operator 
CNCMachine operator 
machine operator 
shipper 
technician repair 
machine operator 
machine operator 
office clerk 
office clerk 
warehouse supervisor 
quality technician 
machine operator 
driving instructor 
machine operator 
office clerk 
machine operator 
housekeeping (lo) 
machine operator 
machine operator 
union official 
housemaker/rerail sales 
machine operator 
machine operator 
millwright 
receptionist 
macliine operator 
machine operator 
machine operator 
librarian 
office clerk 
shipper 
plt office clerk 
nurse 
office clerk 
janitor 
office clerk 
office clerk 
technician 
line-worker 



(Table of Interviewees Contintucd) 
R47 47 Seke-Canadian m 
R48a 32 Canadian tn 
R48b 27 CanadianlMartimer 1' 
R49 49 Irish-Canadiau tn 
R50 35 Canadian m 
R51 32 Irish-Scot-Canadian m 
R52 40 Italian-Canadian m 
R53 42  Canadian 1' 
R54 56 Canadian m 
R55 48 "Newfie"-Canadian m 
R56a 44 Creole m 
R56b 35 EurAsian-Canadian 1' 
R57 43  Canadian m 
R58 -- Croatian m 
R59 33 Canadian I. 
R60 32 Canadian 1. 
R61 39 Canadian m 
R62a 48 Italian-Canadian f 
R62b -- Ilalian-Canadian m 
R63 41 Canadian m 
RM -- Canadian m 
R65 64 ItalianCanadian 1. 

wade mc 
college mclwc 
college mc 
collcgc mc 
grade 12 mcllc 
grade 10 wc 
wade mc 
grade 12 mc 
grade 10 mc 
university mc 
grade 12 wc 
B A mc 
university mc 
tradc mc 
college mc 
high school mc 
grade 10 mc 
grade 8 mc 
grade 10 mc 
high school mc 
high school wc 
primary school mc 

family2,di 
fmily1,di 
lamily1,di 
family2,di 
family1,di 
family1,di 
family1,di 
family3,di 
singlel 
fmily4,di 
Samily1,di 
famil1,di 
family3,di 
family2 
family2,di 
Ijmily2,di 
family2,di 
family3,di 
fanily3,di 
family2,di 
Pmily3,di 
fmily3,di 

(Upper-class Mini-Sample) 
C1 41 Canadian BA:MI\;LLB;BEd uc single1 
C2 27 W.A.S.P. I BA;MA uc single1 
C3 47 W A S P .  rn B.CO~~L:B.ACC umc family2 
C4 60+ W.A.S.P. tn LLB uc Pmily3 
C5 49 refused m B ~ : L L B ; B M ~ .  uc siaglel 

m: 
= self-described 
- - 

mc = 
nc - - 
WC - - 
UC - - 
umc = 
di - - 
mi - - 
S - - 
family1 = 
family2 = 
family3 = 
family4 = 
singlel = 
single2 = 
single3 = 
occupation 
Pt - - 
ct - - 

refused to answer 
middle-class 
insiso; Ibcy are class-less 
working-class 
upper-class 
upper-middle-class 
dual incomes 
multiple household member incomes 
one partner is full-time student 
living with partner and young cbildren 
living with parmer and children 15+ years 
living with partner no childrenlchildren gone 
living with partner and non-child relative(s) 
living alone 
l~ving wilh children only 
living wilh non-child relative(s) only 
= paid-employment, full-time 
part-time paid-employment 
conuact paid employment (full-time hours periodically) 

machine operator 
machine operator 
oflice clerk 
machine operator 
machine operator 
machine operator 
millwright 
machine operator 
machine operator 
machine operator 
machine operator 
humanresourcesoffica 
machine operator 
machine operator 
quality inspector 
office clerk 
machine operator 
material handler 
auto mechanic 
machine operator 
full-timeunion official 
machine operator 

languages Teacher 
museum curator 
corporate executive 
corporate executive 
corporate lawyer 



APPENDIX C: Oracle screen-texts from auto 
parts plant purchasing department 
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