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 Communities of Practice     

   Introduction 

 In this chapter I  introduce two linked topics for discussion:  communities of 
practice and learning through legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). I pro-
vide a working defi nition of each of these and briefl y outline some of their more 
problematic aspects: as the book continues, a more sustained exploration will 
emerge. I also provide a fi rst indication of some of the diff erent theoretical and 
conceptual approaches that diff erent writers (including myself) have drawn on 
in order to solve some of the problems that are latent in communities of practice 
theory. Th e aim of this fi rst chapter, therefore, is to set the scene for what follows, 
to provide a quick but nonetheless critically aware overview of our topics, and 
to begin to open up both communities of practice and LPP to a more detailed 
investigation.  

  Introducing communities of practice 

 I start with a list of stuff  that people do. Some of these things are jobs, others 
are hobbies or pastimes and some are everyday activities that count as work (in 
the sense that ‘work’ can be any kind of purposeful and eff ortful activity) even if 
they do not attract remuneration. Here is the list: amateur radio operators; ath-
letes; recovering alcoholics; high- school teachers of mathematics; adult learners 
in a basic skills class; offi  ce managers; trainee nurses on placement; butchers; 
human resources offi  cials; researchers; people who are unemployed; vocational 
trainers; architects; and higher education (HE) lecturers. 

 Th ese are some things that people do that have been written about, 
researched and theorized through reference to  communities of practice . Th at 
is to say, researchers and writers (including me) have written about these (and 
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many other) more or less discrete or straightforwardly defi nable groups of peo-
ple who do particular jobs, have particular hobbies, or otherwise share particu-
lar kinds of work or practice in the world, and have  theorized  what these people 
do, how they talk, what tools or objects they make and use, and, most impor-
tantly, how they learn, using theoretical perspectives and concepts derived 
from a large, and ever- growing, body of work that, for the sake of simplicity, 
I shall refer to as being based on  communities of practice theory . So we might 
fi nd references to a community of practice for ‘university- based teacher educa-
tors’ (Herrington et al.,  2008 ), communities of practice ‘in inclusive education’ 
(Mortier et al.,  2010 ) or a community of practice in a ‘secondary mathematics 
classroom’ (Goos,  2004 ). 

 It is a highly infl uential theory (if ‘theory’ is what it is –  it might be a ‘concept’ 
or a ‘framework’, or something else entirely) and a popular one as well. It is also 
a troublesome theory, a theory that is used badly as oft en as it is used well. But 
I go on to argue that this is also the case with the use of several other theories in 
HE research and practice. And it is important to refl ect on the fact that it is an 
attractive theory, which may well explain elements of its popularity. Th e term 
‘community of practice’ seems to be quite straightforward for people to pick up 
and use. I have lost count of the number of conference presentations that I have 
listened to or journal articles that I have read that set out to explore a community 
of practice, to investigate how one might be established, or to provide an account 
for how being in one might contribute to education, learning or the transfer of 
knowledge. 

 It seems right to say that if a proposed theoretical framework that is based 
on empirical study can accommodate practices as diverse as some of those 
that I  have listed above, then to go about dismantling that same theoretical 
framework must be seen as being of questionable value, not to say wisdom: a 
framework that can be employed so straightforwardly across so many diff erent 
contexts must be doing something right. But at the same time it seems right to 
pause for a moment and consider that if we have a theory that can be used to 
make sense of practices as diverse as those listed above, then does that mean 
that the theory is being used indiscriminately, or that it is too big or too dif-
fuse? Does it make sense to use the same theoretical framework to explore how 
apprentice tailors learn their craft , how university lecturers learn to grade essays 
or how offi  ce managers leverage innovation within their organizations? Th ese all 
seem to me to be rather diff erent from each other. And even if we focus specifi -
cally on HE, the range of contexts that has been explored through communities 
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of practice theory seems remarkable. Recent research has focused on academic 
disciplines (architecture, education, linguistics, psychology) as well as academic 
work (assessment moderation, curriculum reform, online learning, staff  devel-
opment). Even just a cursory glance through the literature indicates a consider-
able variety in the kinds of practices and communities that have been researched 
and written about. 

 Th is variety extends to the meaning that is attached to the term ‘community 
of practice’, however, and this is the fi rst complication that we need to address. 
Th is complication has been created and then exacerbated by those researchers 
and writers who have used the term ‘community of practice’ in more or less 
robust ways, for example, in describing a group of people as a community of 
practice but without providing an account as to  why  they are a community of 
practice, or in focusing so much on the community that the learning that is 
happening –  and it is a theory of learning –  gets left  to one side. Perhaps a more 
diffi  cult problem lies in the fact that one of the begetters of the theory has fun-
damentally changed his defi nition and understanding of what a ‘community of 
practice’ actually is (Farnsworth et al.,  2016 ; Lave and Wenger,  1991 ; Wenger, 
 1998 ,  2000 ; Wenger et al.,  2002 ; Wenger- Trayner et al.,  2014 ). In order to make 
sense of these diff ering and sometimes confl icting ideas, it seems sensible to 
spend some time thinking about what a community of practice actually is, and 
how thinking about them can help us to understand learning as a social practice. 
As well as helping us to focus once again on learning (which is what the theory 
is all about), such an account can also provide the context for the empirical con-
tribution to the conversation about communities of practice that I wish to make 
in this book, namely, that through a focus on Etienne Wenger’s concept of  learn-
ing architecture  we can fi nd creative as well as theoretically robust ways to think 
about learning and teaching in universities. Learning architecture is a compo-
nent of Wenger’s original ( 1998 ) theorization, and it is this iteration of com-
munities of practice theory that this book rests on more broadly (although not 
without some criticisms and reservations). In order to fully unpack the problems 
of defi ning our key terms, it is necessary at diff erent points to consider how the 
later iterations of communities of practice diff er from the original, and place 
their emphases on diff erent aspects of learning within quite diff erent social and 
organizational contexts. But I start with a brief account of what I think commu-
nities of practice are and how learning as a social practice within communities of 
practice can be understood, before moving on to consider some of the problems 
that these ideas bring with them (Tummons,  2012 ,  2014a ).  
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  What are communities of practice? 

 When introduced by Jean Lave and Wenger in their book  Situated 
Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation , the term ‘community of practice’ 
was left  relatively unexplored, only loosely defi ned as a ‘largely intuitive notion’ 
that required further investigation (1991:  42). Arguably, the term was intro-
duced as a by- product of their more sustained analysis of learning as  legitimate 
peripheral participation  (which was in fact the focus of the book, and to which 
I shortly return), in order to create some sense of the kinds of cultural and social 
places where learning might happen. How a community of practice might be 
identifi ed, described or defi ned, or questions relating to what the constituent 
components or characteristics of such communities might be, were only later 
explored in depth by Wenger ( 1998 ). So, what are communities of practice and 
where might we fi nd them? 

 Communities of practice are everywhere. We are all members of multiple 
communities of practice. Some of these communities work in relative isolation, 
while some overlap with others. Sometimes we actively seek out membership, 
but at other times we are not even aware that we are members of a particular 
community. As people in a social world, we engage in all kinds of activities –  
 practices  –  as part of our everyday lives, interacting with other people, some-
times in close proximity and sometimes at a distance or by proxy: at work, at 
play, with families or with friends. In order to take part in these various practices 
people come together in  communities  so that they can talk about, share and learn 
more about them. Th ese  communities of practice  can be found in formal, institu-
tionalized settings and in informal, vernacular ones. Lave and Wenger’s exam-
ples include tailors, midwives and butchers ( 1991 ). Wenger’s examples include 
amateur radio operators, recovering alcoholics and offi  ce- based computer users 
( 1998 ). In some communities, members meet and talk on a regular basis; in oth-
ers, they meet only infrequently. Some communities have existed for a long time; 
others are relatively new. Some communities establish and sustain close relations 
with others, sharing aspects of their practice, while others are relatively self- 
suffi  cient. All communities of practice, however, share one characteristic: they 
are all socially confi gured spaces that necessarily involve learning as an aspect 
of membership. Th at is to say, for any member of any community of practice, 
learning is an ever- present aspect of participation –  even if the learning is unin-
tentional, or the member in question does not realize that they are learning. 

 In his later book,  Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity , 
Wenger takes the time to point out that not all communities of people are 
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‘communities of practice’. It is perfectly possible for groups of people to come 
together in all kinds of ways in the social world without being part of, or forming, 
a community of practice. Th erefore, in order to identify whether a  community is 
in fact a community of practice, Wenger outlined a number of specifi c  structural 
qualities that form around any such community. Th ree such qualities, or attrib-
utes, need to be looked for and, I  would suggest, richly described:   mutual 
 engagement, joint enterprise  and  shared repertoire  (Wenger,  1998 : 73– 85). 

  Mutual engagement  is the term used by Wenger to refer to all of those ways 
through which the members of a community of practice interact with each other 
and do whatever they do. Members of a community might engage with others 
in a complementary manner or an overlapping manner, depending on the rela-
tive competence and positions that they occupy: some people are newbies, and 
others are more expert; some people pick up and learn new things quite quickly, 
while others take longer. Mutual engagement can take diff erent forms: in some 
communities, engagement might always be done on a face- to- face basis; in oth-
ers, it might involve talking on the telephone as well as face to face, or chatting 
over Skype, or posting messages on Facebook or Twitter. Mutual engagement 
might require talking, writing and reading (on screen, on paper), listening, mov-
ing or making. Because working together creates diff erences as well as similari-
ties, mutual engagement is never homogeneous. Members do not have to agree 
with each other all the time: in fact, change is a constant element of many, if not 
all, communities of practice. Th ings can be done, adjusted, argued over, tried 
diff erently or spoken about in various ways so long as these are, in the end, rec-
oncilable to the  joint enterprise  of the community of practice. 

  Joint enterprise  refers to the shared work or endeavour of the community 
of practice –  the thing or stuff  that the community is about. So long as all the 
members keep that work in mind, community cohesion can be established and 
maintained. Th e joint enterprise of a community might involve a specifi c activ-
ity that entails physical eff ort, mental eff ort emotional eff ort, or –  probably more 
likely –  any combination of these. It might involve a small number of people who 
meet up in the same physical location on a monthly basis, or a larger number 
of people who communicate through a variety of means. In a way, it does not 
matter exactly how many people might be involved or how oft en they meet up 
or speak with each other: what is important is that they all stick to the job at 
hand, that they all continue to engage in practice in order to sustain, change or 
otherwise maintain the joint enterprise of the community. 

 Doing the work of the community might require people to write things down, 
to take part in shared and routinized activities, to watch and comment on tasks, 
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or to make or break diff erent kinds of items, artefacts or bodies of materials. In 
order to engage in practice, therefore, members draw on the habits, discourses, 
routines, ways of talking, tools, structures and other artefacts that over time have 
been created or adopted by a community of practice: the  shared repertoire  of the 
community. Such structures and artefacts serve a number of functions. Th ey 
allow the members of a community to make statements about their practice, to 
express their identities within the community, and they represent the history of 
mutual engagement within the community. Th e repertoire can be seen as taking 
aspects of the practices of a community and turning them into solid forms –  a 
process that is called  reifi cation  (to reify something means to turn a concept or 
mental construct into a physical thing –  for example, abstract notions of justice 
can be reifi ed into statutes, which can then be written down and passed around). 
Th e repertoire can also be seen as refl ecting the diff erent ways in which mem-
bers engage in practice, so members draw on the repertoire of the community 
in diff erential ways as they learn. Newcomers probably will not know how all 
the tools or routines work at fi rst, and so part of their learning within the com-
munity will include coming to know how the artefacts of the community work 
and can be used. 

 Th is three- part model based on  mutual engagement, joint enterprise  and  shared 
repertoire  seems, at fi rst look, to provide us with a helpful –  and straightforward- 
to- operationalize –  framework to ascertain the extent to which a collection of 
people, all engaged in some kinds of action, constitutes a community of practice. 
Indeed, it seems to be suffi  ciently straightforward to beg the question as to why 
it is not used more oft en in academic literature when people describe something 
as a community of practice (and then go on to drop in a reference to Wenger 
( 1998 )). I earlier suggested that the use of this three- part model would simply 
require the researcher to look for and richly describe each element: this is merely 
a refl ection of the anthropological and ethnographic roots of the landmark books 
written by Lave and Wenger, and Wenger. But all too oft en we fi nd collections 
of people or groups of practices described as being a ‘community of practice’, 
without any serious attempt to establish why they are so. In circumstances such 
as these, we fi nd the phenomenon of poor or uncritical use of theory (Th omas, 
 2007 ). At the same time, we fi nd a number of theoretical problems and ques-
tions that Lave and Wenger, and Wenger have opened up but failed to provide 
full answers to, and which other people have followed up instead. What about 
the power relations between members as they engage in practice? How diff use 
can joint enterprise be while still being coherent enough to sustain a commu-
nity? What can or cannot be done with the tools, artefacts, rules and routines 
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of a community? What do we mean when we talk about ‘community’? What is 
‘practice’? Th ese are indeed diffi  cult problems to consider: on the one hand, we 
have a theory being poorly considered, badly used and misunderstood; and on 
the other, a theory that does not necessarily stand up to rigorous scrutiny and 
that raises questions as to its coherence and ability to address the problems that 
it raises. And in both cases, it is something to do with the use of theory that 
needs to be addressed.  

  Interlude: Th eory use in higher education research 

 Issues surrounding the variable use of theory in HE research are well estab-
lished in the literature (Tight,  2004 ), and I briefl y touch on two key themes 
here (but I return to these from time to time in later chapters). Th e fi rst prob-
lem to consider is the defi nition of ‘theory’, a word that is used in diff erent 
ways. For James Paul Gee, a theory is a body of generalizations, which can be 
drawn together to off er explanations and descriptions of the phenomena being 
researched, which in turn inform peoples’ beliefs about things (1996:  16). 
Malcolm Tight has argued that theories are suppositions that explain some-
thing, or seek to explain it, and posits theory as the ability to explain or under-
stand the fi ndings of research within a conceptual framework ( 2004 : 399). Paul 
Ashwin, likewise, has positioned theory as informing the conceptualization 
of research: the framing of research questions, the analysis of the data that is 
created through the research process and understanding the signifi cance of 
the fi ndings that are drawn. At the same time he warns against using theory to 
structure research in such a way that the research simply consists of a tauto-
logical restatement of the theory in question (2009: 133). Our problem, simply 
put, is that ‘theory’ is, all too oft en, poorly defi ned and poorly operationalized 
(Th omas,  2007 ). 

 If the fi rst problem is defi ning theory, then the second problem is how it is 
used and written about. Here I consider the second problem in two ways. Th e 
fi rst rests in the relationship between theory and research. Martyn Hammersley 
( 2008 ) has argued that one of the failings of qualitative research during the last 
fi ve decades and more (my own research is undoubtedly ‘qualitative’, but I reject 
the spurious divide between qualitative and quantitative research) is the failure 
of qualitative researchers to develop and then test theory in a systematic manner, 
a failure that he links to the broader issue of generalizability (and, specifi cally, 
the lack thereof) in qualitative research. Th e second way in which I  want to 
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consider this problem is through thinking about the ways in which some people 
write about and cite from or refer to theory that sees theory treated as a veneer, 
a layer of sometimes needlessly complex language, sometimes dropped into an 
empirical study with relatively little thought as to its applicability or relevance. 
Th is has resulted in what Gary Th omas has described as a use of theory now 
superseded by an excess of  theory talk , erroneously used to claim ‘epistemologi-
cal legitimacy and explanatory commentary’ ( 2007 : 85).  

  Back to communities of practice 

 Th ere is not much that can be done with those studies that simply throw a ‘com-
munity of practice’ label onto some empirical work and hope for the best, other 
than to highlight these as examples of theory talk, rather than research that 
rests on a robust and critical reading of communities of practice. Fortunately, 
our other problem can be addressed in a more comprehensive manner: many 
excellent studies have sought to explore what might be termed the ‘problematic 
elements’ of communities of practice theory and these draw on other theo-
retical perspectives seen as being compatible with the work done by Lave and 
Wenger, and Wenger. Th e analysis of power relations within communities of 
practice has been explored from a Foucauldian perspective, and from the per-
spective of actor- network theory (Fox,  2000 ,  2005 ). Th e strength –  or other-
wise –  of a community has been explored through network analysis (Jewson, 
 2007 ). Th e creation and use of artefacts, specifi cally text- based artefacts, have 
been expanded through the theoretical insights of literacy studies (Barton and 
Hamilton,  2005 ). Later, I discuss these and other ways of moving within and 
beyond communities of practice in more detail. For now, however, I want to 
take a step back from communities of practice and focus on learning.  

  Learning: Legitimate peripheral participation 
in communities of practice 

 Lave and Wenger’s book, published in 1991, in which the ‘community of prac-
tice’ is fi rst, and somewhat loosely, defi ned, is not about communities of practice 
at all; rather, it is about learning. Specifi cally, it is about a particular model of 
learning that they called  legitimate peripheral participation , and that they derived 
from ethnographic research across a range of contexts (some of which was only 
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published much later (Lave,  2011 )). Lave and Wenger were interested in gener-
ating a descriptor of learning that foregrounded engagement in social practice. 
Learning, they argued, is an integral element of social practice, a practice that 
involves the whole person, rather than being ‘simply’ a cognitive function. Th ey 
described learning as an improvised practice, not relying on any formal inten-
tion to teach or otherwise construct a curriculum. Instead, drawing on a broader 
social ontology and epistemology as well as more specifi cally on apprenticeship 
models of learning within a Vygotskian tradition, they suggested that learning 
happens as a consequence of participation in any social practice, but with two 
necessary preconditions: fi rst, that the participation had to be legitimate –  that 
is, authentic and meaningful and not a simulation or simulacrum of the things 
to be learned; and second, that the participation had to be peripheral  –  that 
is, at a level appropriate to the newcomer, or apprentice, at the start of their 
practice. If some of these ways of thinking about learning seem perhaps to be 
lacking in specifi city or in authoritative detail, then that is because they are (see 
also Hughes et al.,  2007 : 4), and both the central concept of learning through 
LPP and the associated concept of the community of practice as the social place 
where learning happens and is aff orded to people (only briefl y touched on by 
Lave and Wenger) remain in need of more thorough explication. 

 Th e vocabulary of newcomers and apprentices, and of old- timers and mas-
ters, highlights quite straightforwardly the ancestral traces of diff erent models 
of apprenticeship learning that underpin Lave and Wenger’s work. At the same 
time, the social ontology and epistemology that their work rests on can be traced 
to a body of wider research work that has sought more broadly to shift  theories 
of learning –  in relation to children as well as adults, and formal as well as infor-
mal educational structures or contexts –  from a psychological to a sociocultural 
perspective (Brown et al.,  1989 ; Chaiklin and Lave,  1996 ; Cobb,  1994 ; Lave,  1988 ; 
Rogoff ,  1990 ). For Lave and Wenger, learning happens when people participate 
in practice: indeed, if people are participating in practice, then learning cannot 
 not  happen. As a sociocultural phenomenon, learning through LPP involves and 
entails changes to the whole person, and how she or he acts and moves within the 
social world. Learning changes how people think, act and speak: it changes peo-
ple’s  identities  within their community. Consequently, as members become more 
expert in the practice of the community, they draw on, employ and even enhance 
the repertoire, tools and artefacts of the community in an increasingly fl uent and 
expert manner. Th eir participation, within the community, becomes more full. 

 Alongside an extensive literature that seeks to explore or unpack the concept 
of the community of practice, there is a somewhat smaller body of literature that 
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seeks to critique Lave and Wenger’s conceptualization of learning as LPP. In a 
way this is not surprising: books and articles about diff erent theories or frame-
works of learning are plentiful, and if we accept that communities of practice 
rest on a sociocultural model of learning, then it is a straightforward task to 
confl ate an exploration of communities of practice with an exploration of social 
practice accounts of learning more widely (Illeris,  2007 ). Th at is to say, we can 
look beyond communities of practice literature for insight into the processes of 
learning that take place within a community of practice, including those aspects 
of learning that Lave and Wenger, and Wenger, do not explicate as fully as we 
might like or require. 

 I return to these themes in more detail in later chapters, but it is worth men-
tioning a few key questions at this time (although these have to wait before we 
can answer them more fully). Lave and Wenger ( 1991 ) assume that peripheral 
participation always leads to full participation: but what if full participation is 
not the intended goal of the participant, or is kept –  perhaps deliberately, per-
haps accidentally –  out of the participant’s reach (Lemke,  1997 )? Is the learning 
of full members the ‘same’ as for new members of a community (Fuller et al., 
 2005 )? Lave and Wenger ( 1991 ) refute any sense that learning can be easily 
divided up into ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ practices, but might it be the case that 
the context in which the learning is happening (and context is central to a social 
theory of learning) makes a diff erence (Boud and Middleton,  2003 )? Or is there 
a more fundamental problem with the theory of LPP, namely, that as a theory it 
explains what is done and not what is learned (Edwards,  2005 )? 

 However, perhaps the most worrisome aspect of their theory –  at least, as 
far as this book is concerned, as well as many other books and articles –  is their 
stark refutation of formal pedagogy, in terms of curriculum, of professors, of a 
language of instruction, even of institutions. For Lave and Wenger, the organiza-
tion of any formal educational institution (they refer to ‘schooling’, but the point 
is straightforward to generalize (Lave and Wenger,  1991 : 40)) rests on the very 
kind of individual, cognitive, psychological model of learning that they, in their 
rich and ethnographic study of diff erent forms of apprenticeship, are seeking to 
move away from. LPP is not a classroom strategy. If there is to be a curriculum, 
then it should be a  learning curriculum  consisting of authentic resources viewed 
from the learners’ perspectives, and not a  teaching curriculum  designed by oth-
ers, which would serve only to limit rather than to expand opportunities for 
authentic participation (ibid., 93– 98). And there is to be no special discourse 
‘corresponding to the . . . lecturing of college professors’ (ibid., 108), designed to 
be a vehicle for instruction. 
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 Elsewhere, I  have referred to this as the  pedagogy problem  (Tummons, 
 2014a ), and it is a problem that needs to be addressed –  arguably, more exten-
sively than is currently the case. Th ose articles and books that focus on what 
we can conveniently term ‘informal contexts for learning’ need not worry. But, 
surely, for all those studies that use Lave and Wenger, and Wenger to under-
pin studies of formal educational structures –  whether these are adult basic 
skills sessions, elementary mathematics classes or university- level business 
studies programmes –  the pedagogy problem needs to be considered? Does 
the lack of such a consideration speak to the broader problem of theory use 
that I have already referred to? In his later book, Wenger goes on to provide 
a concept that can allow us to address this problem: the concept of  learning 
architecture , a concept that has been used only infrequently by other writers. 
I shall, of course, be returning to learning architecture later in this book. For 
now, it is suffi  cient to recognize that within Wenger’s work there are ways of 
thinking about formal as well as informal education and training: they simply 
need –  and deserve –  to be read, critiqued and applied more frequently than 
is currently the case.  

  One community or many? 

 One of the key tenets of many theories of learning is  transfer : that is, if we learn 
something in one place or about one particular thing, then we can transfer 
that learning to a diff erent, perhaps new, setting, context or application. If we 
subscribe to LPP specifi cally, or to a broader sociocultural turn in theorizing 
learning more generally, then we can make sense of this problem in terms of 
the whole person. Th at is, if we understand learning as concerning the whole 
person as a social actor in the world and not simply as a process of individual-
ized internalization of bodies or schema of knowledge, then we need to think 
about transfer in terms of people moving within and across diff erent social 
spaces, rather than thinking about how an individual person might restructure 
decontextualized knowledge as a process of individual cognition. Fortunately, 
communities of practice do not exist in isolation. Although communities can 
be relatively self- suffi  cient, some of them establish and sustain close relations 
with others, and might even share aspects of their practice. Indeed, the practice 
of one community may be infl uenced by the practice of another. In order to 
explain how practices, artefacts or even people from one community might be 
able to move up, down or across into other communities, carrying meanings 


