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1

CHAPTER ONE

Archaeology and 
Apprenticeship

Body Knowledge, Identity, 
and Communities of Practice

Willeke Wendrich

As archaeologists, we study material remains to pronounce upon a wide 
range of immaterial aspects, from cultural identity to the internal and 
external dynamics of sociocultural groups. The profession has developed 
from a simplistic equation of material culture with “a” culture (“a pot is a 
people”) to understanding cultural and individual identity as a fl uid and 
context- dependent human trait. Explicating how and why material culture 
has a close relation with identity in the broadest sense of the word brings 
us to study the sharing of characteristic material features based on a 
shared understanding, a tradition, born from a degree of stability that 
results in recognizable material patterns (Costin 1998). The relative sta-
bility of these patterns is dependent on the transfer of knowledge from 
one person to the other, and from one generation to the next. Defi ning how 
and why this knowledge transfer occurs, and how we can recognize it in our 
archaeological material, is a defi nite aid in developing a deeper under-
standing not only of the types of and motives for knowledge transfer but 
also of the relation between material traces and what they tell us about 
individuals, groups, and generations.
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2 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

Very limited explicit attention has been paid to the transfer of knowl-
edge in archaeology. An excellent contribution was the special edition of 
the Journal of Anthropological Research (2001), edited by Jill Minar and 
Patricia Crown, dedicated to learning. Many of their contributors’ articles 
are cited by authors contributing to this volume. A resurgence of interest 
in the subject is exemplifi ed by a recent volume on cultural transmission 
(Stark et al. 2008). Anthropological and so cio log i cal interest in the subject 
of learning and apprenticeship is more ubiquitous, sometimes involving a 
lengthy apprenticeship of the researcher (Keller and Dixon Keller 1996; 
Marchand 2001, 2008) and descriptions of theory and method (Coy 1989), 
and recently has been explicitly related to present- day educational prac-
tices or concerns (Blackmore 2010; Brown et al. 1989; Hara 2009; Lave 
1988; Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Wenger et al. 2009).

Archaeology and Apprenticeship considers various aspects of knowl-
edge transfer: from the types and functions of knowledge to the methods 
of acquiring skill, experience, and the right attitude. The volume brings 
together authors who study knowledge transfer in a variety of cultures, 
ancient and modern, with the purpose to understand the domains that 
are directly or indirectly infl uencing and infl uenced by learning. Whether 
an approach to understanding teaching and learning is mostly psycho-
logical, so cio log i cal, economic, or symbolic, the transfer of knowledge 
implies change, and this enables us to observe the pro cesses and relations 
involved. A session at the meeting of the Society of American Archaeolo-
gists in 2005 brought most of the authors together. When it was decided 
to bundle the contributions in a publication, interest in contributing was 
expressed by several scholars who could not participate in the meeting 
but whose research is directly relevant to the subject and provides aug-
menting angles (chapters 4 and 5).

The volume is or ga nized according to fi ve broad and overlapping themes. 
Chapters 2– 4 emphasize the social context of learning and the agency of 
the producers, mostly based on French traditions in social theory. Chap-
ters 5 and 6 focus on landscape, the natural environment, and aspects of 
learning. Chapters 7– 10 and 13 discuss the identifi cation of traces of 
apprenticeship in the archaeological record. Chapter 11 outlines types of 
learning, while chapter 12 explores types of practical learning and the 
language used in apprenticeship from a perspective prevalent in Scandi-
navian scholarship. Chapter 13 provides concluding remarks.

Some Basic Concepts and Questions

Apprenticeship is broadly defi ned as the transmission of culture through 
a formal or informal teacher– pupil relation, as individuals or groups. The 

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.250.76 on Thu, 04 Jun 2020 21:56:42 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 3

major purposes are the development of dexterity, skill, endurance, mem-
ory, consideration, and properness, while gaining knowledge, inspiration, 
and/or motivation. Dexterity is defi ned as the physical ability to perform 
a required action. Skill, then, is the ability to perform the proper action in 
the proper sequence at the proper time, following an internalized set of 
rules of “how things are done.” Skill involves the right conduct of move-
ments, timing, and or ga ni za tion. Endurance is the capability to perform a 
par tic u lar action for the required length of time, or the number of repe-
titions needed to fi nish a product or a workday. Part of mastering endur-
ance is simply a matter of building muscle, but it also involves learning the 
correct body position, physical attitudes, and movements (Wendrich 2006). 
Memory involves not just the recollection of the production pro cess but 
also the collective memory of the craftsmanship and the products that are 
the result, while consideration requires the full attentive focus on the work 
and the social context. Properness involves learning the appropriate behav-
ior, the enculturation of the apprentice in the world of the group or the 
master, and is often characterized as “becoming a human being” within 
society. This is a tacit, informal function of learning that is not only part, 
but in many cases the most important purpose, of apprenticeship. Lastly, 
inspiration and motivation are the driving forces in the relation between 
master and pupil.

Theoretical approaches to learning range from focusing on the devel-
opment of the individual (psychology, cognitive science) to the role of 
knowledge transfer within group or in a par tic u lar environment (social 
theory). The French anthropological research tradition has long empha-
sized the importance of the body in expressing cultural aspects, going 
back to Marcel Mauss’s Les techniques du corps (1936). Developed by 
Pierre Bourdieu, the term habitus (Latin for the French concept of déporte-
ment, the manner of carry ing or conducting oneself) denotes the em-
bodied culture, which includes such aspects as skills, habits, style, and 
taste, as well as one’s history and experiences. This is communicated 
through hexis (the Greek term for déportement), which is the manifesta-
tion of habitus and enables communication through very subtle body 
language and almost involuntary movements, expressing reactions and 
communicative behavior, such as mimicking the other. Habitus is the 
basis for social differentiation, where the personal and cultural disposi-
tions are combined (Bourdieu 1977). The material aspect of Bourdieu’s 
social theory is also anchored in earlier French anthropology. His distinc-
tion between opus operatum, the created work, and modus operandi, the 
method of creating, refl ects André Leroi- Gourhan’s (1964) consideration 
of material objects as the result of a chaîne opératoire, a sequence of 
operations from collecting and preparing raw materials to fi nishing the 
product.
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4 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

The essential part of the modus operandi which defi nes practical mas-
tery is transmitted in practice, in its practical state, without attaining 
the level of discourse. The child imitates not “models” but other people’s 
actions. Body hexis speaks directly to the motor function, in the form 
of a pattern of postures that is both individual and systematic, because 
linked to a  whole system of techniques involving the body and tools, 
and charged with a host of social meanings and values. (Bourdieu 
1977, 87)

The emphasis on postures, gestures, and movements bears comparison 
to Leroi- Gourhan’s interest in body position and tool use but has been 
expanded to encompass all social interaction, including sometimes almost 
imperceptible nonverbal communication. Likewise, Pierre Lemonnier 
has pointed to the importance of studying movement: “A social theory of 
material culture should deal with technologies in their most physical 
aspects, that is to say, with the way they are made and used for some 
action on the material world” (1992, 3). The movements and operational 
sequences exist within mental models of the end product, which guide 
the technological choices that are made throughout the pro cess (81; see 
also chapter 4 this volume). Transfer of knowledge, then, encompasses the 
entirety of operational sequences, mental models, appropriate behavior, 
and involuntary gestures, within a social context.

Knowledge is conveyed and acquired through play, observation, imita-
tion, repetition, and experiment, but the emphasis on any of these is deter-
mined by cultural direction and circumscription, as well as the agency of 
both master and apprentice. The transfer of knowledge takes place not 
only directly from person to person, master to pupil, parent to child, and 
experienced group member to novice but also through oral traditions and 
narratives (see chapter 5) and examples in heirloom material culture (see 
chapter 10). In the latter situations, knowledge transfer is initiated by the 
learners, who may be experienced producers. They develop practical ap-
proaches from generalized principles, see examples of alternative meth-
ods, and fi nd inspiration to adopt a new style or adapt their own based on 
ideas that might come to them through a variety of channels and are in-
corporated in their daily routine, adding to their experience. Apprentice-
ship is for the most part extremely hard and repetitive work, focused on 
gaining body knowledge, a physical memory embedded in muscle and the 
central ner vous system, so that in many phases of the work the body 
simply seems to “know” what to do. A successful apprentice masters design 
and planning, having the ability to visualize the result before even starting 
to collect the raw materials (see chapter 4).

Apprenticeship, knowledge transfer that conveys traditions and encul-
turation, is also closely related to the defi nition of style, not as a diagnostic 
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 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 5

tag of a culture as a  whole but as an information carrier of social and cul-
tural identity (Lemonnier 1992, 89). Style refl ects instances of choice in a 
technological pro cess, determined by the agency of a group or individual 
(van der Leeuw 1993). In descriptions of present- day apprenticeship, there 
is much emphasis on the rules one has to abide by, described as a “web of 
rules” (Gamst 1989) or “strict set of rules” (Aronson 1989), which seems to 
deny agency of both apprentice and teacher. A valuable approach to the 
relations between group and individual, which refl ect and are refl ected by 
the production pro cess, is the concept of communities of practice, as intro-
duced by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991) and expanded by Wenger 
(1998). They focus not only on the learning of the individual but also on the 
activities of the group, which integrates individuals to participate through 
legitimate peripheral learning (observation, performing limited tasks, and 
imitation). The learning in a community of practice is ongoing, often in-
formal, and is based on the sharing of knowledge and experience within a 
social group. It can be contrasted with formal learning but is not its oppo-
site; rather, it is a complementary way of learning in practice (Wenger 1998, 
63– 71). Communities of practice share knowledge for a variety of reasons 
and in many different ways. Interests in contemporary applications of the 
concept focus on dispersed individuals forming communities of practice 
and sharing knowledge through the Internet (Hara 2009; Wenger et al. 
2009), but mostly communities of practice have a locational center, such 
as a workshop, building site, or even an entire landscape (Ingold 2010; 
Marchand 2010; see also chapters 5 and 6 this volume). The notion of com -
munities of practice allows for agency of all members of the group. This 
concept of agency is quite different from that defi ned by Bourdieu and 
especially Jean- Pierre Warnier, who argues that we should also recognize 
that technologies are embedded in systems of agency, which act on objects 
and directly infl uence the (bodies of) persons involved. Warnier calls this 
system of agency the “praxis value” of material culture, which exists next 
to the sign value used to communicate (Warnier 2007, 1– 40).

Scholarly endeavors, even ancient ones, such as becoming a scribe (see 
chapter 8), have strong elements of apprenticeship. In our own training 
we are confronted with a general Western attitude toward learning that 
ranks academic (explicit) knowledge higher than practical (tacit) knowl-
edge, a preference that is expressed in the social position and salaries of 
white- versus blue- collar workers (see chapter 12). Knowledge that is not 
or is poorly verbalized, termed procedural knowledge by Warnier (1999, 
2007), is not given the same appreciation as discursive knowledge. This 
pervasive attitude may form the greatest obstacle to a proper understand-
ing of what learning in the past encompassed.

Archaeologists are among the academics that are most familiar 
with learning practical skills, in the form of methods for fi eldwork (see 
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6 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

chapter 11). Archaeological fi eld schools are, in a very literal sense, ap-
prenticeships, in which students learn how to excavate, record, set up, and 
execute a survey, as well as clean and do fi rst- aid conservation on fi nds. 
There still is a dichotomy between academic work and practical work, 
however, because a theoretical account is generally given a higher status 
than practical fi eldwork. This seems to be less so for scientists, who are 
also heavily involved in hands- on work as part of method development and 
analysis (see chapter 12). Following the GIGA rule (“garbage in, garbage 
out”), good practice is the foundation of good science; good data are the 
result of well- designed and well- executed practical work. Apprenticeship 
in archaeology is therefore an integral part of the training at both the 
undergraduate and graduate level. Graduate students are supposed to “do 
their chores”— pay their dues by performing repetitive or uninteresting 
tasks for their masters. Similar to ancient workshop own ers, some aca-
demics abuse their position of power. Depending on the academic cul-
ture, a student’s innovation and criticism are stimulated or discouraged. 
Similarly, ancient apprentices  were tightly bound to the culture of their 
masters and either passed this on or rebelled against and transformed it.

As academics, we are to a great extent the product of a pro cess in 
which learning is on one level explicit, highly structured, and abstract 
yet on another level is hidden, implied, and sometimes fl at- out denied. 
Knowledge transfer is done through a curriculum, with defi ned goals, 
while at the same time academic learning has many aspects of appren-
ticeship, in which the goal is not just imbibing and reproducing infor-
mation but also doing the chores (“as we all did in our time”), learning the 
correct attitude— ranging from reverent to in de pen dently critical, depend-
ing on the academic (sub)culture— displaying the correct behavior, and 
wearing appropriate clothing. The fi rst type of learning is acknowledged; 
the second usually is not. These implicit social values that are part of the 
academic community of practice are at the heart of apprenticeship, an-
cient and modern.

To understand ancient apprenticeship, we need to take many aspects 
into consideration, ranging from cognitive skills to social and personal 
relations and objectives of learning. This leads to the defi nition of fi ve key 
questions:

1. What can a person master— what is the human potential for 
learning?

2. How does a person learn— what is the apprenticeship pro cess?
3. Who is teaching— what is the apprentice- tutor relation?
4. What is the result of learning— what types of knowledge can we 

discern?
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 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 7

5. Why does a person learn— what is the objective of the 
apprenticeship?

These fi ve questions feature in one form or another in all chapters in this 
volume. They illustrate the variation of approaches to apprenticeship, 
emphasizing the psychological, eco nom ical, or social aspects, but also the 
many common features.

The Human Potential for Learning

It has long been recognized that there are different types of learning 
(Gardner 1983, 1999; Guilford 1967; Guilford and Hoepfner 1971; Lave 
and Wenger 1991; Sternberg 1997). Developmental psychology has con-
sidered the potential of children to learn, either related to age and devel-
opment stage (e.g., Piaget 1970, 1972; Wadsworth 1996) or to personality 
and talent (Gardner 1983, 1999; Guilford 1967; Sternberg 1997). Jean 
Piaget developed four distinctive stages of cognitive development, linked to 
specifi c age groups, and argued that children’s learning should be adapted 
to these (table 1.1). The development progresses from the sensorimotor 
stage, in which children develop motor skills but are not capable of form-
ing mental images, through a stage in which children develop “true 
thought,” the preoperational stage. When children are approximately eight 
years old, they start to develop the capability of deductive reasoning and 
discerning different perspectives, the concrete operations stage. The last 
stage is the formal operations stage, in which children develop abstract 
thinking.

Table 1.1. Four stages of cognitive development (Piaget 1972)

Stage Function Approximate Age 
(years)

Sensorimotor Development of sensory 
perceptions and motor skills

0– 2

Preoperational Language development 3– 6

Concrete operational Logical thinking 7– 11

Formal operational Logical and abstract thinking, 
deductive reasoning, systematic 
planning

12 to adult
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8 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

Criticism of this cognitive approach was twofold. The main revision 
of Piaget’s work was that more attention should be given to the social and 
cultural context of the child, which, as Lev Vygotsky argued, was of great 
infl uence on a child’s development and potential (Veer and Valsiner 1991). 
Furthermore, cognition was defi ned mostly as a development of linguis-
tic or logical abilities, while only the very fi rst stage was important for the 
development of sensory perception and motor skills. A more holistic 
approach should take these other types of continuing development into 
account as well. Howard Gardner’s nine types of intelligence— linguistic, 
logical- mathematical, bodily- kinesthetic, spatial, musical, interperso-
nal, intrapersonal, naturalistic, and existential (Gardner 1983, 1999)— 
recognized human variation in capabilities and has been important for 
the development of a balanced appreciation of personal potential, even 
though society tends to value some types of intelligence over others. It 
would not be surprising if individuals with a strong bodily- kinesthetic or 
spatial intelligence, provided they had a free choice of career, would 
gravitate toward working as craftspersons.

For archaeologists who work with cultures that are removed from theirs 
in space and time, it is important to move away from a defi nition of knowl-
edge and understanding centered on academic and Western culture, to 
redefi ne the defi nition of capabilities, and to recognize that they are mul-
tifaceted. Apart from Gardner’s, several other systems have been devised 
to express or analyze the differences in human capacity. Joy Paul Guil-
ford discerns 150 components of intelligence, which consist of the inter-
sections of fi ve contents, six products, and fi ve operations. In this way, 
he enables a refi ned defi nition of human potential by cross- referring the 
various possible approaches, the types of talents, and the scale and focus 
on relationships with which a person primarily tends to approach a problem 
or activity (Guilford 1967; Guilford and Hoepfner 1971). Thus, decision- 
making skills (the evaluative operation), for instance, can be subdivided 
into 30 types of aptitude: the cross- references of the fi ve types of content 
and the six products. Less detailed, but perhaps more accessible, is Rob-
ert J. Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence, an approach that pro-
vides insights from developmental psychology. It is particularly helpful 
for archaeologists to understand the principles underlying apprenticeship 
constructs and how to recognize them. Sternberg is quoted more often 
than Guilford in this context, because his approach seems less rigid than 
Guilford’s system and more geared toward the infl uence society has on 
all elements of human behavior and cognition (Sternberg 1997). His divi-
sion of the theory of intelligence into componential (metacognitive, per-
for mance, knowledge acquisition), experiential (referencing to previous 
experience on a scale from novel to familiar), and contextual theories 
(specifying the circumstances in which certain behavior is or is not intel-
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 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 9

ligent) forms a useful basis for understanding the variation of defi ning 
intelligence across (sub)cultures. Particularly relevant is that he recog-
nizes the existence of implicit theories of intelligence between and within 
cultures and subgroups (Sternberg 1983).

Cognitive psychology and cognitive science have developed a more 
thorough recognition that the human ability for learning is not a passive, 
unchanging, and individual trait. Psychology has been known to apply to 
various other cultures theories that have been developed in a Western 
cultural population, without accounting for the specifi c context, and 
without adaptation. More recent approaches strive to be aware of ethno-
centrism and reductionism (Miller 1997; Sinha 1997).

The Apprenticeship Pro cess

In many present- day societies, apprenticeship involves a number of stages, 
often, but not always, linked to the age and to the talent, skill, and social 
position of the apprentice and the length of the total apprenticeship (see 
chapters 2, 4, and 9 this volume). Piaget discerned the capabilities of chil-
dren according to age groups and stressed that children had to be taught 
at the appropriate level of the knowledge acquisition they  were capable of 
(see table 1.1), but the apprenticeship stages do not mimic development 
stages and are more complex than these. Different types of knowledge and 
skills are incorporated at every stage, ranging from motor skills to abstract 
thinking (chapters 3 and 4). In many cases apprenticeship is geared to-
ward learning the properties of the raw materials, the use of tools, the 
type of products that are supposed to be the end result, and decorative 
patterns, which typically carry complicated meaning and are means of 
communication. Wallaert (chapter 2) demonstrates convincingly that ap-
prenticeship is much more than learning certain actions or understand-
ing par tic u lar materials.

The stages of apprenticeship can be defi ned by the type of involvement 
or the type of activities, and the apprenticeship can be structured to a 
greater or lesser extent. If the apprenticeship starts very early, the level 
of involvement is to a certain extent linked to the child’s development 
stages. Typical approaches are learning by play, observation, imitation, 
per for mance of menial tasks, initiation, copying, repetitive practice, and 
increased responsibility, freedom, and experimentation. There is, how-
ever, also a strong relation between the apprenticeship and the produc-
tion pro cess (chaîne opératoire). Pupils start with cleaning up and helping 
with preparations, a stage that may take several years (see chapter 9). 
Preparation of the raw materials (e.g., selection and preparation of reeds 
for matting, clay for pottery, and trees for carpentry) often takes more 
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10 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

than half of the total production time and is of extreme importance to 
ensure the quality of the end product. That part of the work is where 
most apprentices start. Learning the production of the actual object 
often is another multiyear stage, in which the apprentice fi rst assists, 
for instance, in building a wooden structure or starts handling the raw 
materials as part of the pro cess, such as adding handles or adding slip 
to half- fi nished pots. Then the student progresses to a period of increas-
ingly diffi cult tasks, for instance, making increasingly larger pots, thor-
oughly practiced at each stage through numerous repetitions and 
characterized by increasing dexterity and speed. The fi nal stage sees the 
apprentice fi nishing a product from beginning to end, including the ap-
plication of decoration.

These apprenticeship stages can be part of a highly structured curric-
ulum, or an almost off hand “instruction by example.” Educational theory 
defi nes a complex relation between aptitude and instructional treatment. 
Even though the talent of the apprentice, the tasks, and the learning 
situations vary greatly, in general low- ability students or pupils who are 
dependent or anxious perform better in highly structured instructional 
environments, while the opposite is true for high- ability, in de pen dent 
apprentices (Cronbach and Snow 1977; Snow et al. 1980). The examples 
outlined in this volume represent both ends of the scale. Holdaway and 
Allen (chapter 5) explicitly address the constant interplay between infor-
mal action- based learning and formal ritual training, represented by spe-
cifi c stages that are reached through gradual initiation, among Australian 
aboriginals. Rockman (chapter 6) demonstrates the seeming lack of 
structure of learning among the !Kung, even though the abilities of being 
a skilled hunter are clearly defi ned as four types: knowledge, sense, clev-
erness, and alertness. Only the fi rst can be taken from others, but even 
that is not a given: knowledge should actually be gained by experiencing 
the environment. In this case, the transfer of knowledge is therefore 
mostly through observation, imitation, and practice.

The case studies of Wallaert (chapter 2), on the other hand, demon-
strate tightly structured systems among the Dowayo in Cameroon, as 
well as the Pueblo potters in New Mexico. From the writings of the 
Greek phi los o phers, we may deduce that in ancient Greece apprenticeship 
was highly structured as well, with clearly defi ned stages. Plato seems to 
quote an existing axiom when he says, “Is not this, as they say to learn 
the potter’s craft by undertaking a pithos (large storage jar) . . .  and does 
not this seem to you a foolish thing to do?” (Plato, Gorgias, 514E, qtd. 
in chapter 9 this volume). In other words, there is a very specifi c order in 
which to learn things.

Almost all apprenticeships, ancient and modern, have in common that 
they last a long period, ranging from several months to de cades. There 
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 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 11

is, however, enormous variation in the apprentice- tutor relationships and 
the purposes of the learning period.

Apprentice- Tutor Relation

The word apprentice often calls up the formal relation between a master 
and a pupil, an image derived from the medieval and re nais sance guild 
systems. This is a very specifi c, highly structured, and regulated type of 
apprenticeship that was particularly dominant in urban environments. 
In such a system, “apprentice” is a specifi c stage between “learners” and 
“journeymen” that involves working with a master who can only accept a 
limited guild- regulated number of apprentices (Montias 1977). From the 
contributions in this volume, it is clear, however, that many of the craft 
apprenticeships in rural areas of the ancient and the present- day world 
are much more informal and in many cases part of a long- standing fam-
ily tradition and divided by gender: father teaches son or mother teaches 
daughter a craft that has been taught for generations, and a specifi c 
form of familial apprenticeship is that of a new bride with her mother- in- 
law (Wallaert 2008; see also chapter 2 this volume). In many cases, the 
social structure of teaching expands to encompass the extended family 
or an entire village that specializes in a par tic u lar craft (Wallaert 1999; 
Wendrich 1999), or part of a community that develops its specifi c tech-
nological or decoration signature (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). 
The study of communities of practice is particularly apt for understanding 
knowledge transfer and apprenticeship from the archaeological record, 
because it enables us to understand shared principles, without necessarily 
knowing the exact apprenticeship relations (see chapter 2). Such a com-
munity of practice demonstratively existed in ancient Egyptian Deir el- 
Medina (chapter 8). The few glimpses that we get from apprenticeship 
among potters in ancient Greece can also be characterized as a “commu-
nity of practice,” even though the or ga ni za tion seems to have been more 
formalized than that in Egypt.

Learning among several hunter- gatherer groups is usually characterized 
as “informal learning,” a term that exists only in the context of a society 
in which “formal learning” has a place as well (Schugurensky 2000). 
Much of the ancient apprenticeship structure can be characterized as 
such because, aside from a formal position as apprentice, the socialization, 
which is such a prominent part of most apprenticeships, usually is not 
formulated in explicit terms of learning, while the stages of craftsmanship, 
related to the chaîne opératoire, commonly are. The training of hunter- 
gatherer youths seems to be instigated by the student rather than by an 
instructor or the group. This type of informal learning is not exclusively 
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12 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

family related but expands to the broader group. Younger group mem-
bers can develop their skills by observing and imitating their elders, but 
mostly skills are honed by practice. Specialization is based on talent and 
zeal of the individual (see chapters 5 and 6).

Chapters 2, 3, and 10 highlight yet another form of learning that is 
based not on the one- to- one relation with a living crafts specialist who 
serves as an example or is actively engaged in the teaching pro cess but on 
products from previous generations of craftsmen. Copying the style and 
reinventing a long- lost procedure of the ancestors can be a strong impe-
tus for innovation and learning. It is more than inspiration because the 
physical products are at hand and can be analyzed, copied, and used as 
a check for the results. This also highlights the fact that skilled, prac-
ticed, and creative craftsmen are never fi nished learning, as Cooney points 
out in chapter 8 for the community of artists in Deir el- Medina. To our 
Western minds, learning from the ancestors may not be a valid educa-
tional principle, but the participants who are involved take the lessons as 
seriously as other forms of teaching.

The relation between student and master is, on the one hand, fi rmly 
embedded in the social context around and beyond craftsmanship, as 
defi ned by status, gender, age, and other factors of identity. On the other 
hand, it also has its own rules that at times can change the established 
social hierarchy. In my own work I have used the position of apprentice 
as a means of ethnoarchaeological research into basketry production in 
Egypt (Wendrich 1999). Bridging the gap between a Western- trained, ur-
ban, foreign, female academic and an Egyptian, rural, male basketmaker 
was made possible by my request to learn the trade. I was accepted as an 
informal apprentice, even though I was in Middle Egypt for only three 
months rather than a number of years. My interest and regular visits ele-
vated the social status of the basketmaker, and at the same time, my posi-
tion as his pupil opened up many opportunities for learning other, mostly 
female, village activities such as cheese making and the baking of bread. 
Nevertheless, this “shortened” apprenticeship had many shortcomings in 
understanding the usual apprenticeship procedure. The basketmaker did 
not have a formal or informal apprentice and was actually hesitant to 
teach his young sons because he wanted them to go to school and im-
prove their economic situation.

Types of Knowledge

The range of knowledge gained in apprenticeship is very broad, from mo-
tor skills through or gan i za tion al skills to design and abstract thinking. 
Students have to handle the materials, understand the production pro-
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cess and timing, and be trained in using the tools, gestures, and pro cesses 
of creating the objects. In addition, they need to learn the vocabulary of 
the craft and the abstract dimensions, the vision of what the fi nal project 
should be (see chapter 4). Knowledge of materials and their properties 
is a fi rst requirement. Properties should be taken in the widest sense and 
includes knowledge ranging from the physical characteristics (e.g., tension 
strength, fl exibility) to the source of the materials (e.g., quarry, natural 
habitat, trade network).

Endless repetition is a major element in all forms of apprenticeship, to 
enhance kinesthetic skills and also to build endurance, create habits, and 
engrain the movements, actions, and work order in the body. The result 
is what I have called body knowledge: the mastery of dexterity, skill, and 
endurance (Wendrich 2006). To grow from an apprentice to a master, 
however, body knowledge is not suffi cient; self- motivation, creativity, and 
or gan i za tion al and communication skills are equally important (March-
and 2001). Only rarely is repetition not the key element of learning, namely, 
when the knowledge transfer targets skills to deal with novel circum-
stances, as in landscape learning of mobile peoples (see chapters 5– 7). 
This type of knowledge transfer is characterized by a high degree of 
abstraction and generalization, to enable pupils to extrapolate from ear-
lier experiences.

Memorizing the knowledge therefore happens on a number of different 
levels. One could see apprenticeship as a result of personal, cognitive, and 
habit memory, as discerned by Connerton (1989), in which the importance 
of the latter is often underrecognized. Cognitive memory, as one of the uni-
versal mental faculties, is important in the basic classifi cation of the world, 
while habit memory introduces the social factor, the conventions that a 
community abides by. Both of these types of memory are often an uncon-
scious part in the learning pro cess, but from several examples in this 
volume it is very clear that enculturation and socialization are key factors 
and, in some instances, the main driving force for apprenticeship.

Each craft has its own specialized vocabulary, a refi nement and ad-
aptation of daily language that enables the distinction of par tic u lar 
materials, techniques, products, and faults. Learning the jargon without 
learning the physical aspects is of no use, however, and explaining the 
exact activities is impossible by using words alone. Even adding visual 
means of knowledge transfer (e.g., drawings, photographs, video), although 
helpful, ultimately does not bring across the tactile and social elements 
that are essential in apprenticeship. If a master says “let me show you how 
to do this,” then in fact what he says is “let me make you feel how to do 
this,” a fact beautifully illustrated by an Egyptian tomb relief from approxi-
mately 1450 BCE, where the offi cial Min trains the young king in shoot-
ing his bow by adjusting his position (fi gure 1.1).
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14 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

The use of language is often geared toward the theory of craftsman-
ship, a very par tic u lar type of literacy that covers only part of the pro cess. 
The most satisfying combination of movement, rhythm, applied strength, 
creativity, and time investment is often impossible to express in words. A 
written tradition on crafts may exist but may be geared not toward the 
practitioner but to other groups, such as the fi nancers (see chapter 9). 
When academics write about crafts, we also fi nd that language falls short 
(see chapter 12). When trying to describe aural, visual, or tactile aspects 
of craft production, we need to revert to quite clumsy, often numerical 
ways of expressing patterns such as working rhythm or properties such 
as tensile strength (Wendrich 2006). It is a way of theorizing practical 
knowledge and is linked intrinsically to status: in our literate society, 
knowledge that is not transferred through the written word is considered 
of lesser social value than theoretical knowledge (Marchand 2008).

Several phi los o phers of science and sociologists have refl ected on the 
different types of knowledge and the language of crafts knowledge trans-
fer (chapters 4 and 12). Bloch (1977) calls it “learning what” and “learning 
how,” Polanyi (1966) refers to “verbalized knowledge” and “tacit knowl-
edge,” adapted by Harré (2002) to “explicit knowledge” versus “tacit 
knowledge,” while Warnier uses the terms “discursive” and “procedural” 
knowledge. In a fi eld where theory and practice are thoroughly interwo-
ven, recognizing that the status difference is a by- product of a singularly 
focused society in which certain types of literacy are considered primary 
is the start of putting into practice the realization that there are different 

Figure 1.1.  The offi cial Min gives archery lessons to 
the prince (later King Amenhotep II), ca. 1425 BCE: 
relief from Theban Tomb 109. Line drawing by 
H. Barnard, based on the drawing by N. de G. Davies 
(1935, 52).
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types of intellect, as discussed above. In the Scandinavian countries, a 
number of quite recent initiatives stress the value of practical intellect. 
Several professional schools have obtained university status, and the ap-
plication and study of crafts practices are considered valid thesis sub-
jects (see chapter 12). Such an approach has been accepted to a certain 
extent in the United States, where professional schools such as architec-
ture, conservation, dance, music, and arts are part of regular universities, 
although even there the assessment of faculty for promotion and tenure 
regularly turns out to be problematic.

The Objective of Learning

On the surface, the educational objective of apprenticeship is learning a 
craft, with a very practical, economic purpose: making a living. The pur-
pose of the training can be to make perfectly standardized pot sizes, 
gorgeously decorated vessels, sturdy boats, or intricate baskets. As hinted 
to above, this is usually the explicit objective; all forms of apprenticeship 
also aim, often implicitly, for some degree of enculturation. This is ex-
pressed by several contributors to this volume, for instance, Milne (chap-
ter 7), who describes that learning how to make stone tools involves not 
only “learning how to do” but also “learning how to act.” The learning 
pro cess facilitates enculturation by exposing novices to the norms that 
structure the technological, social, and economic environment.

In her work on craft specialization, Costin (1991, 1998, 2001) has given 
ample attention to the social aspect of craft production. The often con-
siderable length of apprenticeship is related not only to engraining body 
knowledge but also to the investment and period that a person dedicates to 
becoming a full member of (a segment of) society. In chapter 2, Wallaert 
describes a situation in which the transfer of technical skills is almost 
negligible; virtually all of the apprenticeship is dedicated to becoming part 
of a new group. Highly skilled potters are obliged to restart at the very 
beginning of apprenticeship if they move from their own  house hold to that 
of their husband’s family. Guided by the mother- in- law, their abilities are 
humbled, their attitude is criticized, and they are treated as children, even 
though they are full- grown well- trained women. The point of the appren-
ticeship is becoming a potter, but this means a thorough enculturation in 
the new group rather than learning new skills.

Apprenticeship has the characteristics of an initiation in other ways, 
too, not only in a very literal sense (see, e.g., chapter 5) but also in the 
sharing of knowledge that is meant for and guarded by a limited group of 
people (Dilley 1989). The family lineage that forms the core of the most 
common informal apprentice- tutor relations is a powerful stimulant for 
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16 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

keeping the knowledge within and limited to the group. Restricted knowl-
edge can be a par tic u lar building style, an ingredient, or a recipe for a 
clay mixture or colorant.

The strong social factor of apprenticeship has no set consequences for 
whether a new member of the group is stimulated to dutifully copy or 
generally adhere to the group style or whether he or she is allowed to 
experiment and innovate. A community of practice can have a tradition of 
innovation, for instance, among the master vase paint ers in ancient 
Greece (see chapter 9), and it is the group culture that determines whether 
change is considered a positive or negative feature of recently graduated 
apprentices. Similarly, new forms can be resocialized and become the 
standard, based on the personality of the producer— just one example of 
the importance of agency in understanding craft traditions (Dobres 
2000; Dobres and Hoffman 1999; Warnier 1999, 2007).

Considering the above, it is not far- fetched to state that apprenticeship 
provides an important contribution to identity construction, whether or 
not this is a conscious course of action (Gosselain 2000; see also chapter 
3 this volume). To grasp such developments as aspects of growth and 
change requires that we perceive apprenticeship as a pro cess rather than 
a fi xed situation, goal, or end product.

Ac know ledg ments

I want to recognize the persons that have been most infl uential through-
out the years of my apprenticeship: Mohamed Abd el- Na’im, John Baines, 
Joris Borghouts, Nicholas David, Barry Kemp, Gerrit van der Kooij, Dirk 
Nijhuis, Piet van de Velde, Gillian Vogelsang- Eastwood, and Karin Wil-
lemse. I also thank Hans Barnard, who always reads my heart and over 
my shoulder.

References

Aronson, L. 1989. To Weave or Not to Weave: Apprenticeship Rules among the 
Akwete Igbo of Nigeria and the Baule of the Ivory Coast. In Apprenticeship. 
From Theory to Method and Back Again. M.W. Coy, ed. Pp. 149– 162. Albany: 
State University of New York Press.

Blackmore, C., ed. 2010. Social Learning Systems and Communities of Practice. 
London: Springer.

Bloch, M. 1977. The Past and the Present in the Present. Man (n.s.) 12:278– 291.
Bourdieu, P. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press.
Brown, J.S., A. Collins, and P. Duguid. 1989. Situated Cognition and the Cul-

ture of Learning. Educational Researcher 18(1):32– 42.

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.250.76 on Thu, 04 Jun 2020 21:56:42 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 17

Connerton, P. 1989. How Societies Remember. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Costin, C.L. 1991. Craft Specialization: Issues in Defi ning, Documenting, and 
Explaining the Or ga ni za tion of Production. In Archaeological Method and 
Theory. M.B. Schiffer, ed. Pp. 1– 56. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Costin, C.L. 1998. Introduction: Craft and Social Identity. In Craft and Social 
Identity. C.L. Costin and R.P. Wright, eds. Pp. 3– 16, Archaeological Papers 
of the American Anthropological Association, Vol. 8, issue 1. Washington, 
DC: American Anthropological Association.

Costin, C.L. 2001. Craft Production Systems. In Archaeology at the Millen-
nium. G.M. Feinman and T.D. Price, eds. Pp. 273– 327. New York: Kluwer.

Coy, M.W., ed. 1989. Apprenticeship. From Theory to Method and Back Again. 
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Cronbach, L., and R. Snow. 1977. Aptitudes and Instructional Methods: A 
Handbook for Research on Interactions. New York: Irvington.

Davies, N.d.G. 1935. The Work of the Graphic Branch of the Expedition. In The 
Egyptian Expedition 1934– 1935. Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Vol. 30, no.11, pp. 46– 57.

Dilley, R.M. 1989. Secrets and Skills: Apprenticeship among Tukolor Weavers. 
In Apprenticeship: From Theory to Method and Back Again. M.W. Coy, ed. 
Pp. 181– 198. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Dobres, M.- A. 2000. Technology and Social Agency: Outlining a Practice 
Framework for Archaeology. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Dobres, M.- A., and C.R. Hoffman. 1999. The Social Dynamics of Technology. 
Practice, Politics and World View. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institute 
Press.

Gamst, F. 1989. The Railroad Apprentice and the “Rules”: Historic Roots and 
Contemporary Practices. In Apprenticeship. From Theory to Method and Back 
Again. M.W. Coy, ed. Pp. 65– 86. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Gardner, H. 1983. Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences. New 
York: Basic.

Gardner, H. 1999. Intelligence Reframed: Multiple Intelligences for the 21st 
Century. New York: Basic.

Gosselain, O.P. 2000. Materializing Identities: An African Perspective. Journal 
of Archaeological Method and Theory 7:187– 217.

Guilford, J.P. 1967. The Nature of Human Intelligence. New York: McGraw- Hill.
Guilford, J.P., and R. Hoepfner. 1971. The Analysis of Intelligence. New York: 

McGraw- Hill.
Hara, N. 2009. Communities of Practice: Fostering Peer- to- Peer Learning and 

Informal Knowledge Sharing in the Work Place. Information Science and 
Knowledge Management, Vol. 13. Berlin: Springer.

Harré, R. 2002. Cognitive Science: A Philosophical Introduction: From Mean-
ing to Molecules. London: Sage.

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.250.76 on Thu, 04 Jun 2020 21:56:42 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



18 Archaeology and Apprenticeship

Ingold, T. 2010. Footprints through the Weather- World: Walking, Breathing, 
Knowing. In Making Knowledge: Explorations of the Indissoluble Relation 
between Mind, Body and Environment. T.H.J. Marchand, ed. Pp. 115– 132. 
( http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/book/10.1002/9781444391473) Oxford: Wiley- 
Blackwell.

Keller, C.M., and J. Dixon Keller. 1996. Cognition and Tool Use. The Black-
smith at Work. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lave, J. 1988. Cognition in Practice: Mind, Mathematics, and Culture in Every-
day Life. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lave, J., and E. Wenger. 1991. Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Partici-
pation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lemonnier, P. 1992. Elements for an Anthropology of Technology. Ann Arbor, 
MI: Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan.

Leroi- Gourhan, A. 1964. Le geste et la parole I, Technique et language. 2 vols. 
Paris: Albin Michel.

Marchand, T.H.J. 2001. Minaret Building and Apprenticeship in Yemen. Rich-
mond, UK: Curzon Press.

Marchand, T.H.J. 2008. Muscles, Morals and Mind: Craft Apprenticeship 
and  the Formation of Person. British Journal of Educational Studies 56: 
245– 271.

Marchand, T.H.J. 2010. Introduction: Making Knowledge: Explorations of the 
Indissoluble Relation between Mind, Body and Environment. In Making 
Knowledge: Explorations of the Indissoluble Relation between Mind, Body 
and Environment. T.H.J. Marchand, ed. Pp. 1– 20. Malden, MA, Oxford: 
Wiley- Blackwell.

Mauss, M. 1936. Les techniques du corps. Journal de Psychologie 32(3– 4): 
271– 293.

Miller, J.G. 1997. Theoretical Issues in Cultural Psychology. In Handbook of 
Cross- Cultural Psychology, Vol. 1, Theoretical Issues in Cultural Psychology. 
J.W. Berry, Y.H. Poortinga, and J. Pandey, eds. Pp. 129– 170. Boston: Allyn and 
Bacon.

Minar, C.J., and P.L. Crown. 2001. Learning and Craft Production, an Intro-
duction. Journal of Anthropological Research 57(4):369– 380.

Montias, J.M. 1977. The Guild of St. Luke in 17th- Century Delft and the 
 Economic Status of Artists and Artisans. Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly 
for the History of Art 9(2):93– 105.

Piaget, J. 1970. Ge ne tic Epistemology. New York: Norton.
Piaget, J. 1972. The Psychology of the Child. New York: Basic.
Polanyi, M. 1966. The Tacit Dimension. Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith.
Schugurensky, D. 2000. The Forms of Informal Learning: Towards a Conceptu-

alization of the Field. New Approaches to Lifelong Learning, Working Paper 
19. Toronto: Centre for the Study of Education and Work.

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.250.76 on Thu, 04 Jun 2020 21:56:42 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Body Knowledge, Identity, and Communities of Practice 19

Sinha, D. 1997. Indigenizing Psychology. In Handbook of Cross- Cultural Psy-
chology, Vol. 1, Theoretical Issues in Cultural Psychology. J.W. Berry, Y.H. 
Poortinga, and J. Pandey, eds. Pp. 129– 170. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Snow, R., P. Federico, and W. Montague. 1980. Aptitude, Learning, and In-
struction, Vols. 1 and 2. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Stark, M.T., B.J. Bowser, L. Horne, and C. Kramer. 2008. Cultural Transmis-
sion and Material Culture: Breaking Down Boundaries. Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press.

Sternberg, R.J. 1983. Criteria for Intellectual Skills Training. Educational Re-
searcher 12:6– 12.

Sternberg, R.J. 1997. Thinking Styles. New York: Cambridge University Press.
van der Leeuw, S.E. 1993. Giving the Potter a Choice: Conceptual Aspects of 

Pottery Techniques. In Technological Choices: Transformation in Material 
Cultures since the Neolithic. P. Lemonnier, ed. Pp. 238– 288. London: 
Routledge.

Veer, R.v.d., and J. Valsiner. 1991. Understanding Vygotsky: A Quest for Synthe-
sis. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.

Wadsworth, B.J. 1996. Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive and Affective Development: 
Foundations of Constructivism. White Plains, NY: Longman.

Wallaert, H. 1999. Potières et apprenties Vere du Cameroun: Styles techniques 
et pro cessus d’apprentissage. Techniques et Culture 33:89– 116.

Wallaert, H. 2008. The Way of the Potter’s Mother: Apprenticeship Strategies 
among Dii Potters from Cameroon, West Africa. In Cultural Transmission 
and Material Culture. M.T. Stark, B.J. Bowser, and L. Horne, eds. Pp. 178– 
198. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Warnier, J.- P. 1999. Construire la culture matérielle. L’homme qui pensait avec 
ses doigts. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

Warnier, J.- P. 2007. The Pot- King. The Body and Technologies of Power. Leiden: 
Brill.

Wendrich, W. 1999. The World According to Basketry. An Ethno- archaeological 
Interpretation of Basketry Production in Egypt. Leiden: Research School for 
Asian, African and Amerindian Studies.

Wendrich, W. 2006. Body Knowledge. Ethnoarchaeological Learning and the 
Interpretation of Ancient Technology. In L’apport de l’Égypte à l’histoire des 
techniques. B. Mathieu, D. Meeks, and M. Wissa, eds. Pp. 267– 275. Cairo: 
Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale.

Wenger, E. 1998. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Wenger, E., N. White, and J.D. Smith. 2009. Digital Habitats: Stewarding Tech-
nology for Communities. Portland, OR: CPsquare.

This content downloaded from 
������������132.174.250.76 on Thu, 04 Jun 2020 21:56:42 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms




