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Conhecimento – A dinâmica de produção do conhecimento: processos de intervenção e transformação

Knowledge – The dynamics of knowledge production: intervention and transformation processes
Educating for commitment: a cultural production of minds

Victoria M. L. Yew, University of Sydney, Australia

That education has been used as a tool for enculturation to sociocultural practice is commonplace in human activity. More interesting is the appropriation of education for socialising individuals to culturally specific identity and practice through commitment to appropriating or reifying particular mediating means.

This paper discusses knowledge production as involving the process of assuming an identity as a practitioner of newly acquired skills necessary for on-going participation (eg. Lave, 1996; Valsiner, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978, 1981; Wenger, 1998, Wartofsky, 1979, Wertsch, 1998). This process often involves the socialisation of person sustainable through one’s commitment to community and culturally specific intentions and practices, hence one’s adoption of a new identity and praxis. 

The paper also reports two case studies obtained from a corpus of data involving an ethnographic study of adult candidates participating in the Religious Education Programmes (REP) in a Protestant Christian church in Sydney, Australia. Data were analysed using qualitative methods and findings indicate instances of transformed identity and praxis. 

Production of Cultural and Religious Capital

… no sociocultural environment exists or has identity independent of the way human beings seize meanings and resources from it, while every human … has her or his subjectivity … altered through the process of seizing meanings and resources from some sociocultural environment and using them. 

Shweder, 1990, pp. 2

Historical human praxis … is the fundamental activity of producing and reproducing the condition of species existence, or survival. What is distinctively human about this activity … is that human beings do this by means of the creation of artefacts. Their production, distinct from … the hunting activity of other animals, proceeds by a transformation of part of the environment into an extension of the animal organs – e.g. tools are … any artefacts created for the purpose of successful production and reproduction of the means of existence. 

Wartofsky, 1979, pp. 200-201    

Knowledge production is a means for the socialisation of cultural identities and an act of human praxis, an artefact for the production, reproduction, and transformation of human activity for the maintenance and extension of human existence. By participating in this production, one is involved in mimicry, modification, reification, and construction and reconstruction of the means of human subsistence. It is this act of knowledge re-/production that distinguishes man and beasts. 

Knowledge production therefore involves more than just an appropriation of knowledge. The development of cultural tools determines humans’ relations amongst themselves and their environment (Vygotsky, 1978, 1981). Meditating tools thus have tremendous power in affecting and transforming one’s participation or praxis. Prominent twentieth century psychologists, John Dewey (1964) and George Mead (1934/1972) also articulate this claim. Mead, like Vygotsky, also asserted that language as a tool provides a medium for the transformation of the biologic individual to the cultural person and is essential for the production of social minds. 

More recent studies (eg. Cole, 1996; Holland et al, 1998; Wertsch, 1995) also embrace similar notion of mediating tools in human action. For them, as for Wartofsky (1979), the basic assumption is the species-specific characteristic of humans in their capacity to inhabit an environment transformed by the activity of prior members. Such transformation and functions, which enable future generations, are a consequence of humans’ unique ability to create and use artefacts. As such, artefacts create and transform individual identities through their roles as intermediaries in human participation.   

Wartofsky (1979) describes artefacts, such as tools and languages, as representations for the “objectifications” of human needs and intentions. Artefacts directly involved in participation are expressed in more basic forms, such as axes and needles. Secondary artefacts are found in cultural belief systems and norms. Primary artefacts, he asserts, are usually transformed by prior human activity whilst secondary artefacts, which play a central role in preserving and transmitting modes of action and beliefs, are characterised by both representations and modes of action involving primary artefacts. It is through mediation of these artefacts that one inhabits the cultural historical world of human activity.   

Similarly, more complex tertiary artefacts inhabit a relatively autonomous world where conventions and outcomes may cease to appear practical (ibid.). Commonly found in myths and religious beliefs, they exist in a non-practical world of free play or even spiritual activity. Their presence colours one’s perception of the actual world, lending function for changing current praxis, thereby transforming identities. Holland and her colleagues (et al, 1998) describe such a landscape as the Figured World of human existence, where “people’s identities and agency are formed dialectically and dialogically in these ‘as if’ worlds” (pp. 49).  

Hence, artefacts are interwoven with each other and the social lives of persons they mediate in an infinite variety of ways (ibid.). Thus, culture, as interwoven into the social milieu, forms a special medium for human life to proceed one generation after another. Even the perpetuation of a Christian Church relies on its system of religious artefacts, mediating participation in a spiritual landscape governed by its rules and conventions and the omnipotent and omniscience God. 

Life in the spiritual community, as Del Rio and Alvarez (1995, pp. 230) summate, is likened to “living under the eye of God”, where participation requires a specific “enculturated nature”. 

The embracing of an identity in harmony with the spiritual community necessitate committed meditation in order to comply with the “plan of God”. Overt and consistent religious consciousness of mind is key for effective participation in a community populated with artefacts of such historical magnitude and latent with powerful magical qualities. Mediation, in a Christian community is the practice of living in communion with God. 

In such spiritual landscape, mediational means, such as the cross, Bible, prayers, baptism, as well as beliefs and biblical personages stand foremost in the consciousness of a religiously enculturated mind. Such enculturated identity enables participation in a community where the physical landscape gives way to the divine “Kingdom of God”. From this point, all actions are mediated as attempts to sustaining and expanding the interest of the religious practice. 

This process of toing and froing one’s existence in such spiritual figured world is commonly portrayed in Christian classics, such as John Bunyan’s (1964) Pilgrim’s Progress and C. S. Lewis’s (1942) Screwtape Letters. In the figured worlds of these literatures, even the characters become entities of tertiary artefacts. For example, Bunyan’s protagonist, Christian and his escape from the City of Destruction to the land “yonder the wicket-gate” (Bunyan’s 1964, pp. 19) exemplifies the common tales of salvation told and re-told in Christian communities. 

Furthermore, whilst Lewis’ near comic personification of demons in the characters of Screwtape and his nephew, Wormwood may make an enjoyable read, demons do pose a perceivable common threat for many Christians. Hence, identities, serving as tertiary artefacts, mediate one’s existence in this spiritual community of Christian belief.   
The following describes how production of religious capital is mediated through formalised religious education in a Protestant Christian church in inner Sydney, Australia. 

Making Disciples in a Protestant Church

Making disciples in Garden Church (a fictitious name) involves distinct systematic catechetical education. Aimed at educating not only for the purpose of individuals’ conversion but also sustainable commitment to a system of religious practice, Garden Church has employed the Baptism Course and the Alpha Course (an evangelism programme) as some of it’s primary modes of induction.  

“Baptising them in the name of…” 

Described as an ‘initiation’, baptism is “a Latin word for ‘beginning’ meaning reception and entrance into committed membership,” (Packer, 1994, pp. 95). Similarly, the Australian Assembly Commission on Doctrine (1988) defines baptism as:

A gift of Christ to the church, whereby a person is incorporated into Christ and made a member of his body, the church. A baptised person is ‘…the disciple of a crucified Lord’, and is engaged in a process of growth to Christian maturity (pp. 36). 

The term “body” invariably refers to the Church. Accordingly, baptism may be seen as serving a two-fold function of signifying one’s entry into the Church and a public proclamation of commitment to a relationship with Christ. 

Recently, compulsory Baptism Course has become a prerequisite for baptism in many churches. 

In Garden Church, the Baptism Course adopts a didactic approach spanning over seven one-hour sessions culminating in a baptism ceremony. Hence, undergoing baptism both marks one’s formal entry into Christianity and successful completion of the course. 

The course was an obligatory discipleship programme for new converts, functioning as an educational tool dedicated to equipping them for the faith. Occasionally, long-time baptised Christians joined the course as a “refresher” class. 

“Teaching them to observe…” 

More recently, the catechetical curriculum designed for non-believers has taken the forms of evangelism. In Garden Church, evangelism was fashioned in the establishment of the Alpha Course, also described as an effective tool for discipleship and evangelism (Gumbel, 1994). 

The Alpha Course first began in the late 1980s in Holy Trinity Church, London. By 1997, Holy Trinity initiated a national movement in collaboration with other churches throughout the United Kingdom to promote Christianity. The Alpha Course thus became the popular mode of such systematic Christian socialisation in the UK. 

The Alpha Course was first piloted in 1997 in Garden Church as an attempt to promote Christian awareness and facilitate church expansion (Yew, 1999a, 1999b). The course involved fifteen sessions spanning over ten to twelve weeks culminating in a celebration meal. At the meal, graduating participants were presented Alpha Graduation Certificates whilst encouraged to give testimonies of conversion experiences resulting from their participation in the course.


The course is available to both Christians and non-Christians. While the purpose for non-Christians is similar to that for Christians, there is an added dimension in that non-Christian participants are not obliged to undergo baptism. For these individuals, the course serves an evangelistic purpose. Furthermore, some will remain unconverted even after completion of the course. For them, they may neither pledge overt allegiance to the faith nor claim to be Christians, whilst sometimes remaining in the community due to friendship ties. 

Indeed, baptisms and Alpha Celebration Meals have become ubiquitous highlights of Garden Church. Whilst the objective for such ceremonies may lie unmistakably in the obvious conversions of persons, there may be several overlapping, even competing intents. For baptism candidates, it may be one of the intermittent emotional peaks as they embark on a new journey. 

Such “euphoric” moments are often signified by telling professions of spiritual conquests, often reified in public testimonies of eventful spiritual recovery from the “city of destruction”. 

Alternatively, baptism may be a mere act of compliance, especially for young candidates whose family are long time participants of the community.

For others, the intent may vary considerably across the clergy to the rank-and-file members.  

Baptised members promised both obvious increases in membership for the clergy, therefore accomplishing the commandment of God, as well as probable increment to church resources. 

The potential returns of increased tithing and voluntary works are welcomed markers of and for church expansion. 

For ordinary members, it could be a divine rejoinder to harvesting souls for God or tacit self-justification for proactive affiliation to a religious community whose beliefs are increasingly divorced from the practice of contemporary life. Whilst arguable, one cannot reasonably deny that such public ceremonies may denote aesthetic expressions of symbolic exoneration from irresponsible or even irrational religiosity. These intents thus culminate in “baptising persons in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit”.

Representations in Identity Production: Mimicry, Construction, and Intervention

The crucial character of the human artefact is that its production, its use, and the attainment of skill… can be transmitted, and… preserved within a social group, and… from one generation to the next. The symbolic communication of such skills in the production, reproduction and use of artefacts – i.e. the teaching or transmission of such skills is the context in which mimicry or the imitation of an action becomes a characteristic human mode of activity.

Wartofsky, 1979, pp. 201 

Thus, participation in organised religion in Garden Church is reliant on mediation or reification of its artefacts and cultural norms for the transmission and preservation of Christian knowledge. 

Hence, all constituents of the church’s catechetical curriculum subsume various forms of artefacts central to the cultural production of religious capital for the continuation of the church. 

Such mediation attempts to take into consideration the complex interplay of cultural tools employed in the sociocultural context of the activity, and the embedded goals in the actions (Cole and Engestrom, 1993, Wertsch, 1995). Wertsch stresses that variation in the use of cultural resources, such as existing cultural tools and social practices, constitute to identity processes, and must be considered in terms of forms of commitments. Thus, mediation commitments are integral to identity processes and the perpetuation of a practice. This process of mediation may be summarised employing Engestrom’s (1987) activity model, as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: In Garden Church’s cultural system, members are socialised to gain mastery of artefacts for participation, thereby changing both their praxis and identities (based on Engestrom’s Activity Theory model, 1987, pp. 78).

Hence, it is not merely the reification of artefacts through mediated action, but the commitment to the mediated medium that is crucial for the construction of religious minds. In this regard, individuals’ commitment to the baptism rite is both an individual and collective activity. Whilst collective commitment is generally guided by religious principles, individuals’ commitments may be varied. Nevertheless, the outcome of participation in such cultural production via distinct systematic education will lead to transformed praxis and minds. 

The following transcripts review such instances of enculturation impact on participants. Both Kimberley and Oscar (fictitious names) were considered new comers and hence deemed necessary to undergo formal induction in Garden Church. In Oscar’s case, whilst overtly resisting conversion to Christianity, nonetheless reviews a progressively transforming practice.

In the transcript below (Data 1), Baptism Course candidate, Kimberley, was then a new convert and attending Garden Church for three months at the time of this interview. She grew up in a family with neither much exposure nor interest in Christianity and hence was not well informed about the religion. 

Data 1: Newcomer Kimberley (Kim), on Baptism as Meditating Secondary Artefacts.

“I want to be a leader”

Kim: … I only became a Christian … 3 months ago at a church camp

Vicki: … have you been attending this church prior that?

Kim: … once.

Vicki: What led you to this … Course?
Kim: I was told … to be a leader in this cell group (bible study group), I had to go through this procedure (Baptism). It was a requirement and  … a procedure … if you wanted to progress… That’s the very first one, confirmation… the very first reason.

Vicki: Confirmation? What do you mean by that?

Kim: … I suppose even though I’m not baptised, I know that Christ is still a part of me … still working in my life. So, … it’s mainly because it was a procedure that you have to go through … if you wanted to progress within the ministry… if you want to become more involved within the church …it was a necessary process. And I took that into consideration. … I’m going to join Life Ministry (a Christian organisation that only hires Christian persons).

Kim’s intended outcome is more inclusive than the desire of baptism, whilst the latter is appropriated for meditating legitimate participation and a probable transition into leadership position. This was her “first” or even possibly the only reason. 

Another intent is also underpinned by the necessity of probable employment within Christian organisations; a practical consideration as Kimberley was then unemployed. Whilst it remains unknown to date if her employment status was a choice or not, she did express a desire for greater participation within Christian environment, both in religious and work activities. 

Similarly, she was aware that the church might not support her potential leadership involvement and employment had she decided against baptism. 

Albeit a seemingly practical decision, the above reasons may be subsumed under Kim’s real intention of self constructing or self authoring a Christian identity, through appropriating a medium of artefacts as dictated by the church. Her commitment to baptism, a reification of her allegiance to the church, may be deemed as an act of mimicry that has become a characteristic mode of activity for identifying one as “the disciple of a crucified Lord”. Similarly, the lack of obvious commitment to baptism can also severely undermines one’s claim of Christian identity.  

Whilst mimicry may seem an obvious process of knowledge production, it is in this act of imitation that one’s undergoes transformation of praxis and identity. Indeed, the internalisation and appropriation of artefacts, especially that of a tertiary nature, have unequivocal power in “colouring” one’s perception of the practical world, thereby changing current praxis, and more importantly identity. This is evident in the next transcripts, an excerpt of an Alpha group discussion, where Chloe and Iris are long time Christians and members of Garden Church while Oscar is not. 

Data 2: Oscar’s Dilemma, on Spiritual Beliefs as Tertiary Artefacts

“And the worst thing is...”

Chloe: … you become a Christian … and you do all these work for God, and the worst thing is, say this wasn’t true, you would have wasted your time, you know what I mean? (She was playing the “devil’s advocate).

Oscar: No, I don’t think that’s the worse thing. You just miss out on all the … 

Iris: The fun! 

Oscar: Yeah! (Followed by a hearty general laughter).

For Oscar, the lack of open commitment to Christianity is a result of lack of identification with the faith, thereby, in turn acting upon his praxis and identity. The outcome is his claim as a non-believer even after completing the course. Hence, “we not only produce our identities through the practices we engage in, but also define ourselves through practices we do not engage in” (Wenger, 1998, pp. 168). Kim’s and Oscar’s identities are both constituted by what they are committed to, as well as what they are not. Interestingly, whilst mediation of artefacts transforms one’s praxis and identity, it is similarly the transformed praxis and identification to organised religion that sustains one’s commitment to reification of the mediation medium.

Religion in the Lifeworld

Common definitions of religion as ‘beliefs about sacred’ … were all but neutralising; they masked the central role religion could play in social life, … by implying that the ‘sacred’ could be addressed statistically and monologically, rather than as the object of constant social and cultural struggle.

Calhoun, 1991, pp. x

Indeed, religious participation and commitment is more than just a mere system of belief in Garden Church. It is not only a complex interplay of cultural tools, but also a medium of apparent and embedded goals in the actions of both individuals and community. 

Garden Church is both a religious and business organisation. Whilst religious principles guide the businesses, the church is nonetheless heavily involved in businesses ventures. However, the church is also largely dependent on volunteers, hence, similar to a third sector organisation. 

Within the broader context of Christianity many churches still belong to mainstream organised religion. However, as churches “physically” expand, whether as an attempt to increase membership or a consequence of population “explosion”, the long term sustenance of its community becomes increasingly difficult by relying merely on donations. Therefore, many larger churches have veered towards business practice as a source of revenue, thereby converting clergy members to businessman or woman whilst claiming business acumen as a special anointing or gift from God.

Hence, money once condemned and perceived as a primary instigator of sins is now granted a welcome status. In some places, especially the United States, many churches have turned their compounds into conference centres, thereby generating a viable source of revenue. As such, the line between business or private organisations and third sector blurs and intentions of individuals and community becomes highly complex. For example, should the active solicitation of Garden Church to recruit members via conversion be seen as serving purely religious motives or as voluntary service which doubly meets its religious and as well as business objectives? In this case, the business sector of Garden Church also involved extensive recruitment of volunteers from the church to organise its programme whereby members of the public pay as participants.

Thus, religious practice is highly complex and engages a wide apparatus of mediational means for both its sustenance and extension. For instance, in both the Alpha and Baptism Courses, the constant negotiation of Christian practices has become the dynamics of cultural construction. It serves as fertile ground for the development of identities. Additionally, beyond the micro-spheres of these courses, membership expansion must be seen as object of religious, sociocultural, as well as economic struggles. What must be brought to light is that the overt intent of these conversion courses also serves the dualistic goal of religious and business objectives, chiefly driven by the need for ongoing sustenance of a community of practice that is increasing detached from various alternatives of contemporary lifestyle practices.  .

Conclusions

This paper attempts to illuminate the dynamics of the process of socialisation through knowledge production and identity construction within organised religion. Through participation in sociocultural activities, individuals come to engage in goal-directed activities, both shaped and shaping of, and aided and constrained by the norms and exigencies of mediating means. Participation in knowledge production involves negotiation and contestation among individuals’ and the practices, where individuals’ ways of knowing are transformable (e.g. Engestrom, 1987; Shweder, 1991; Wenger, 1998). The changing praxis similarly transforms identity, often expressed in identity (re)-construction arising from reification of knowledge distributed across artefacts and individuals within social settings. It is also this transformed identity and identification with the new practice that sustain a transformed way of knowing and doing. 

The construction of such knowledge therefore involves the processes of identification or dis-identification (e.g. Hodges, 1998) with the social practice as well as negotiating its contested terrain. This outcome of identity production and the ability to participate fully for sustained participation involves committed appropriation of practices and ritual knowledge (Wertsch 1998). 

This implies that religion should not be deemed as a static, autonomous community in isolation. 

On the contrary, religion has become intertwined with other communities of practice, from the micro-to-meso-to-macro level. Any research into religion must be examined against a backdrop of complex lifeworld experiences. 

Furthermore, we cannot chose, as cynics do, to believe that religion serves only as a psychological barbiturate for individuals seeking temporary relief from the social ills of the world; or contrarily, as extremists do, embrace religion as the transcendental reality with negligible relations to practical life. Relationships between religion and the world are far more complex. Whilst distinct, they do not operate independent of one another and participation in any religious community immediately places one in an context that crosses into the overlapping and contested terrain of the greater world. 
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Resumen

Educando para el compromiso: una producción cultural de actitudes

1. La educación es utilizada comúnmente para la socialización de prácticas culturales o costumbres. Mas interesante es la apropiación de la educación para socializar individuos hacia una identidad culturalmente específica y encaminarlos mediante el compromiso hacia vias particularmente mediatizadas. En este artículo se discute la producción de conocimiento como un proceso de asumir una identidad como practicante (e.g., Lave, 1996; Wenger, 1998, Wertsch, 1998), sustentado mediante el propio compromiso con las intenciones y costumbres de la comunidad. El artículo presenta dos casos de estudio de participación de adultos en los Programas de Educación Religiosa (REP en inglés) en una iglesia cristiana protestante en Sydney, Australia. Los datos fueron analizados utilizando métodos cualitativos y los hallazgos indican casos de identidad y praxis transformadas.

Producción de capital religioso

La producción del conocimiento juega un papel fundamental para la socialización de identidades culturales y constituye una herramienta (artefacto) para la producción, reproducción y transformación de la actividad humana y para el mantenimiento y prolongación de la existencia (Wartofsky, 1979). Mediante este proceso, uno es envuelto en la imitación, modificación, apropiación, y construcción y reconstrucción de las vias de la existencia humana.

El desarrollo de herramientas culturales determina las relaciones de los humanos entre ellos mismos y el medio ambiente (Vygotsky, 1981); transformando asi la psique y la praxis propias (e.g., Dewey, 1938/1963; Mead, 1934/1963; Shweder, 1984; Wartofsky, 1979). Mead (1934/1972) sostuvo que el lenguaje proporciona vias mediatizadas para la transformación del individuo biológico en personal cultural y es esencial para la producción de vias sociales. Tal transformación y funciones, las cuales capacitan a las futuras generaciones, son consecuencia de la habilidad única de los humanos para crear y utilizar artefactos (Wartofsky, 1979). Por consiguiente, los artefactos crean y transforman las identidades de los individuos a través de sus funciones como intermediarios en la participación humana.

Los artefactos se entretejen entre ellos y las vidas sociales de las personas que ellos mediatizan en infinita variedad de formas, de modo que se conforma un medio especial para la continuación de la vida humana (Wartofsky, 1979; Wertsch, 1995). Aun la perpetuación de una iglesia cristiana descansa en su sistema de recursos para la mediatización religiosa gobernado por sus convenciones espirituales y el omnipotente Dios.

Este artículo describe el proceso de la conversión cristiana como producción de capital religioso relativo a la educación catequística sistemática en “Garden Church” (un nombre ficticio). Orientada a la educación para la conversión de individuos y hacia un firme compromiso con el cristianismo, “Garden Church” ha utilizado cursos para Bautismos y curso Alfa (un programa evangelista) como formas primarias de inducción.

Mientras el objetivo de esos cursos parece descansar inequívocamente en la obvia conversión de las personas, alli pueden haber varias coincidencias, aun intenciones contrapuestas. Para los candidatos al Bautismo eso puede ser un eufórico momento espiritual. Para otros, podría ser inclusive una tácita autojustificación para una afiliación activa en una comunidad cuyas creencias están cada vez más divorciadas de la vida contemporánea.

Sin embargo, la participación en la religión organizada depende de la mediatización de sus artefactos para la transmisión y preservación del conocimiento cristiano. Esto envuelve una compleja interacción de herramientas culturales y un medio de aparentes y arraigadas metas; asi como también la negociación y contiendas entre individuos y las costumbres, donde formas de conocimiento de los individuos son transformables (e.g., Engestrom, 1987). La cambiante praxis igualmente transforma la identidad, a menudo expresada en (re)-construcción de la identidad proveniendo de apropiación del conocimiento distribuido entre artefactos e individuos dentro de las posiciones sociales. 


