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ABSTRACT

The concept of becoming (Prior, 2018; Ware, 2022) addresses Lemke's (2000) key
questions of how “moments add up to a life” and how “our shared moments together add up to a
social life as such” (p. 273). Becoming (addressing whole persons rather than narrow notions of
learning) also addresses a growing interest in writing studies, particularly in scholarship that
traces writing across the lifespan (Dippre, 2019). Grounded in dialogic semiotics, cultural-
historical approaches to learning, development, and activity, and in Barad’s (2007) agential
realism and intra-action, this dissertation develops a theoretical and methodological approach to
studying how literate activity (Prior, 1998) contributes to becoming across semiotic trajectories.
The dissertation offers documented narratives of individuals who were once deeply religious,
practicing clergy members, but who over complex trajectories of becoming lost their faiths and
transitioned to secular lives and livelihoods, in part supported by The Clergy Project, an
organization founded in 2011 specifically to offer such support. Drawing on audio-and/or-video
recorded ethnographic interviews, numerous texts and dialogic animations of those texts, and
many other artifacts, this research traces two focal cases (from among 20 research participants)
of what I call “trajectories of semiotic (un)becoming” (Prior, 2018; Ware, 2022). The analyses
have two, major aims: first, to carefully and responsibly trace the trajectories of semiotic
(un)becoming of faith (i.e., how individuals became non-believers) in conjunction with literate
activities they employed; and second, to map a dialogic semiotic theoretical-methodological
approach for conducting research to trace the literate activity across trajectories of semiotic
becoming. The dissertation argues that trajectories of semiotic becoming are necessarily messy
and dynamically nonlinear, and that writing studies, as a field, needs flexible, theoretically

grounded methods for tracing becoming across lifespan trajectories. The dissertation particularly
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highlights the value of innovative dialogic animation protocols (geared toward eliciting
continued engagement with texts written and artifacts created by participants) and dialogic
analyses (analytical procedures that seek to probe the fundamentally historical nature of
language, literate practices, and becoming). I argue that dialogic semiotic theoretical and
methodological grounding supports dialogic openings, deepening, and enrichment of data, and
affords tracing acrossness (how particular stories, practices, and artifacts transform across, but
also help facilitate, trajectories of becoming). In the individual case studies, I highlight the key
ways that literate activity (reading and writing) figured into the trajectories of my participants as
they transitioned from religious to secular lives by drawing on texts participants wrote across
extended spans of time, in one case over four years (Chapter 3), and in another, over nearly a
decade (Chapter 4). In tracing the focal cases, I also showcase how literate activity around
writing functions as a mode of the development of psychological functions across the lifespan
(Valsiner & Connelly, 2003) and how these functions might contribute to overall senses of

personhood.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Vignette: “I think I’ll be an atheist now”

On 26 January 2019, I conducted the first research session for the project that would
become this dissertation. Lon Ostrander sat in a small room in Mexico and told me his life story
over video conference. I asked him to talk to me about his religious life, his work in clergy roles,
his loss of faith, and, of course, any literate activities he has utilized across his life—a tall order
for a first session that ran a little more than two hours. As would happen many more times with
19 other individuals I talked to over the course of the (ongoing) project, I was struck by how
fascinating the story of Lon’s coming to and loss of faith was.

Lon was born in Elmira, New York. He described his religious experiences as beginning
at a small, Pentecostal church about a mile from his childhood home. The church was pastored
by two women. Lon spoke of remembering that his parents allowed “the preacher ladies to take
me to a revival tent meeting to be properly frightened by the preachers’ horrifying tales of the
fires of hell that awaited theologically naive seven-year-olds.” Lon recalled, to his parents’
delight, that one of the pastors of his church let the congregation know that “surely [he] would be
a preacher when [he] grew up.” Lon recalled that out of his three siblings, his younger sister,
younger brother, and he were “effectively indoctrinated into the Christianity virus,” but that one
sister “was, and continues to be totally immune to religious delusion... When she came to realize
that we really believed that shit, she decided we were all just crazy,” Lon noted, “she was no
more than six at the time.”

Lon lived a religious life, for sure, and was active in the various churches he attended.
But Lon is also a self-described “car guy,” and spent just as much—or probably more—time

thinking, reading, and writing about cars than his Christian faith, at least until he began



ministerial studies. Nonetheless, one day in the early 1990s, Lon felt his call to ministry. He

described:
Yeabh, this gets interesting because it's so totally irrational and ridiculous. Because if |
remember [ was sitting there, under the tent and the district treasurer was giving a
perfectly boring report which I had no interest in whatsoever. I don't recall thinking about
anything particularly theological or thinking about God or, the purpose of my life or
anything serious at all. I'm a car guy I was just as likely to be daydreaming about
automobiles...And then I felt, oh, I felt that strange warming sensation in, uh, a blatant
imitation of John Wesley's experience.

Lon went directly to the Ministerial Board and told them what happened during the meeting. It

was decided that Lon was called to ministry and must begin his studies. I asked Lon a few

months later (13 April 2019) to read back through the transcript of our first talk, and to talk more

to me about his Wesleyan experience. He noted:
This is, this is very weird (.) for me to look back at and to understand. Frankly, I don't.
Because like anybody, I like to think of myself as being somewhat rational, but this was
totally irrational. And totally experiential, and it's you know, my experience there
replicated what I had read about John Wesley's experience. But, you know, so what?
Why would that become real for me, and such an acute sense? [ mean, I wasn't obsessing
about that. I wasn't thinking about that, but yet it was buried someplace in my mind and
turned into an experience for me (.) that was very influential and decisive because, like I
said, I just went forward to tell people what happened, and that it was now time for me to
begin studying for the ministry. Which is nothing I wanted to do. Nothing I looked

forward to doing and yet, at the same time, when it comes upon me in such a strange



way, [ didn't, I didn't resist it at all. I didn't argue or debate with myself and say “wait a
minute, what's going on here?” I just marched forward like, like a robot...And, and
maintained that faith and attitude through years of study.

Lon notes that while growing up, he was never a very good student, preferring to study
automobiles more than academics. He wrote avidly to car magazines, published opinion articles
about laws around speeding (even taking a case around radar detection to the state supreme
court), and kept an extensive spreadsheet that tracked car specifications across years. But when
he began his ministerial studies, he very much loved the reading and writing and sense making
around theological and biblical scholarship. Yet, despite his success as a student, he described a
decade of dead ends and arbitrary hurdles (all richly charged by literate activities) as he strove
for an ordination that he ultimately never received.

My ministerial studies, 7 years. Every year I would, [spouse] and I would go and we

would meet before the District Board of Ministerial Development, talk about my progress

and my plans and where I was going with all this. And at the 7 years, courses completed,
uh, and we went to meet with a District Board of Ministerial Development and they
decided that for some reason ordination wasn't in the cards in the immediate future. And
they created some more hoops for me to jump through. Uh, yeah, which ended up going
for, uh, another three years.
Lon noted feeling a sense of loss for the time that he wishes he had spent with his young boys
instead of living in books for ordination. And while he was studying, numerous tensions grew
out his theological scholarship. Of note, he started to recognize the exceptional number of
contradictions extant across the gospels in the Testaments new and old, and in biblical

scholarship at large. Lon did have enough courses—after seven years and thousands of dollars



spent—to minister a Wesleyan church. He did this for a few years, but the pay was not enough to
support his family. Adding duress to duress, he took multiple jobs to provide for his family while
trying for ordination as well as while pastoring various Wesleyan churches. One job, that would
eventually become his full-time work to the present day, brought him to Japan in 2007. There, he
shifted what I describe later as his lifeworld perspective (Durst, 2019; Ware, 2022).

By this point, Lon noted that he was still a “true Christian,” but “ordination was no longer
in the cards”:

Lon: I'd been wrestling with theology and, and the Bible and trying to make the whole

thing work and it evidently didn't. I was in Japan. So I saw some, must have been

Buddhist, processions, or something, realizing that most of Japan was not particularly

religious and certainly not Christian, and yet it seemed to be a wonderful society and

wonderful people and (.1) so that was playing in my mind at that time...I was still

fascinated with the theology and stuff like that, and then I, I went to a bookstore, and

bought, uh, Richard Dawkins' The God Delusion. And also while I was there, I read, uh,

Hitchens’ God is not Great. 1 fell totally in love with Dawkins.

Ware: So what was that like? so you, you fell in love with those texts as a believer? Or...

Lon: Yeah! Suddenly it seemed, suddenly all the contradictions and inconsistencies and

awful, awful stuff in the Bible, it made sense of that. And that I realized it was awful. (.)

And kind of stupid. And I, I was okay with that. And I remember one night thinking,

"Well, I think I'll be an atheist now."

Ware: hm

Lon: and you know, “starting tomorrow and from that day forward, I'm not going to read

any religious books and I'm not going to read the Bible and I'm not going to pray, and as



much as possible I'm not going to think about this stuff. And maybe I'll get struck by

lightning. Whatever. But if I don't, I can always go back...to believing.” So I was in

Japan. And so I decided, just thought I'd try out this atheism thing for a while and see

how it went. It went really well. It was totally liberating.

In a fascinating turn—a decision made seemingly (as Lon tells it here) as suddenly as to begin
ministerial study—Lon consciously directed his life away from five decades of religious
perspective, ethical and moral values, and ways of seeing and being in the world.

As I will describe more later in Chapter 2 and 4, Lon marshalled a shift in subjectivity,
and configurations of subjectivity oriented toward personality and life projects. Whereas once he
strove for ordination, guided by an experience that mirrored John Wesley’s Aldersgate
experience, he is now the president of an atheistic/agnostic, secular organization called The
Clergy Project that serves religious practitioners who no longer believe in the faiths they
profess/ed. In fact, Lon worked his way up through the board of directors to become president by
remediating (Prior & Hengst, 2010) a literate activity he utilized as a “car guy.” Before even
joining the board of directors, he began a spreadsheet—closely like his work in tracking car
specification—to track how many members of The Clergy Project there are, what denomination
or faith they were (or are) clergy for, their geographic locations, etc. This spreadsheet was
exceptionally useful for the board, and they put him in charge of it. Through this trajectory of
activity, Lon eventually became president of The Clergy Project. Thus, instead of ministering a
congregation, he is now an atheist, and presides over a large nonprofit secular organization.

How should, or how can, we document, interpret, and assess Lon’s multifaceted, dynamic
becomings, unbecomings, and becomings-anew, all richly charged by literate activities?

Teleologically, he did not achieve his aspirations of ordination and ministering, but he—like



most of my co-researchers, in varying ways—judges the outcome of his loss of faith as quite
positive.

There is certainly far more to the brief narrative above, as Lon and I have talked many
times over the last few years (and still consider ourselves co-researchers and friends). But from
the first talk with Lon, I got the sense that there was far more to the Wesleyan experience, to his
becoming with the literate activities around his ministerial studies and his being a car guy, and to
his unbecoming Christian and becoming secular. Working with Lon served as a primer for the
following years of research, and I felt I was on to something very unique. But I also noticed that
I needed to figure out #ow to conduct the research, even though the project was already planned,
and IRB approved. I realized that my project was not only about tracing “pathways of becoming”
around literate activity and nonbelief, but also about how to theoretically-methodologically
conduct research that accounts for the unexpected twists of the wildly disparate, dynamically
nonlinear ways in which my co-researchers lost faith. I also needed to figure out how to ethically
tell those stories with my co-researchers.

Herein, I offer research that I have been conducting since January of 2019 (and planning
since May of 2018) as a “dissertation” in partial completion of my doctoral work in writing
studies. This research is about some very wonderful people!. It is about coming to and from
faith. It is about the “unbecomings” and “becomings” of whole persons (Gonzalez Rey, 2011),
and the semiotic/literate activities that are utilized on trajectories of intra-actions (the ways
multiple agencies emerge as they become entangled through interacting, rather than taking

agency in people and artifacts as an inherent quality; see Barad, 2007; see Chapter 2) that were

! Though there are only two full case studies in this dissertation, I learned an exceptional amount from all twenty co-
researchers, and I am planning various ways to write up their data and share their stories beginning in the early
stages of my post-defense career.



crucial to those (un)becomings (see Chapter 2). And because the research was
uncompromisingly emergent and never stable, this dissertation draws some methodological
conclusions about the Zow one might conduct the sorts of research on (un)becoming and
semiotic/literate activity that I showcase, particularly, how to deepen and enrich data and
narrative accounts through research practices that support dialogic openings.

Next, I briefly locate this research around broader fields of scholarship. Then, I introduce
the site from which I have drawn co-researchers, “The Clergy Project.” I map the research
questions and central arguments to be found here. And lastly, I provide chapter sketches for

what’s to come.

Locating the research

This dissertation engages with several disciplines. It is inherently a work of writing
studies but writing studies can mean a lot of different things. I draw from fields such as
Vygotskyan cultural-historical psychology (Vygotsky, 1987; Wertsch, 1991, 1998; del Rio &
Alvarez, 1995, 2007, Gonzalez Rey, 2007), linguistic anthropology (Silverstein, 1993; Irvine,
1996; Agha, 2007, Koven, 2001, 2016), and phenomenological and flat sociologies (Schutz &
Luckmann, 1973; Goffman, 1981; Latour, 2005). These all, in varying ways, help form a broader
framework of dialogic semiotics (Voloshinov, 1973; Irvine, 1996; Agha, 2007; Prior & Hengst,
2010; see Chapter 2) for literate activity that is shot through my methodological practices,
including my own writing of the research (see Chapter 2). Writing, here, is one element of
broader semiotic/literate activity, a “unit,” part of a “unity,” to use a Vygotskyan metaphor
(Vygotsky, 1994; Blunden, 2016; Gonzalez Rey, 2011). It is not easy, or worthwhile, to separate
writing—as activity and as artifacts left behind as traces of activity—from the fundamentally

laminated and distributed processes of being and becoming charged by semiotic/literate activity



broadly (Smith & Prior, 2020). Thus, as I explicate further in Chapter 2, I draw from Prior’s
(1998; Prior & Shipka, 2003; Prior, 2008; Prior & Hengst, 2010; Prior & Schaftner, 2011)
landmark accounts of literate activity (and semiotic activity broadly) as situated, mediated,
dispersed, remediated, assembled, disassembled, and reassembled—as laminated literate
assemblages that rhizomatically permeate the whole lives of persons.

I utilize this framework to study the trajectories of semiotic becoming (Prior, 2018) of
members of The Clergy Project, an organization for former or current clergy members, like Lon,
who no longer believe in god?. While the Clergy Project has members who are still practicing
clergy, harboring a secret loss of faith, at the time of writing this, all my co-researchers have
transitioned to secular lives/livelihoods (one, “Alex,” did so while we were co-researching; see
Chapter 3; see also Ware, 2022). The Clergy Project has strong ties to organizations such as the
Freedom from Religion Foundation, and connections to very well-known scholars and/or public
intellectuals such as Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins, and Dan Barker. These aspects, along
with the content of and motivations for this project being deeply secular, locate this research, at
least peripherally, in conversation with broader secular scholarship out of what has been called
the “New Atheist Movement.” In fact, it was scholarship in New Atheism that led me to ask
what writing studies and related fields could contribute to scholarship on secularism?® and/as non-
belief, and what new insights I might provide regarding secular becoming and the role of literate

activity in that becoming.

21 do not capitalize my own use of “god,” not for reasons disrespectful to any faith, but to acknowledge the myriad
gods worshiped in the world—none of which I believe in. As a matter of usage, it’s simply not necessary to
capitalize when I’m not addressing one in particular as I would a proper noun like “Jesus” or “Mohammed.” See
Seidel (2019) for a similar approach.

3 T use secular/secularism as a term encompassing traditional definitions (separation of church from religious
institutions), but also broadly as a blanket term for non-belief/non-believing people and institutions.



My work is set apart from other scholarship out of New Atheism in several ways that I
will map here. To start, it is a commonplace of literature from the New Atheist Movement to
describe religious becoming as completely coincidental. In most cases, many argue, geographical
location strongly predicts the religious beliefs of those who are born, live, and die in given locale
(see Harris, 2004, 2006; Dawkins, 2006, Dennett, 2006; Hitchens, 2007). In this way, religious
becoming has been, to varying degrees, black-boxed by undertheorized conceptualizations.
Missing or buried in these scholars’ accounts (of geographical location predicting religious
belief) are ways that the social practices of a family, church group or congregation, etc., involve
individuals being socialized into becoming particular types of persons through learning and
participating in sociocultural directive practices and genres. As I will show through case studies,
religious beliefs are rooted in and distributed across the sociocultural practices of peoples, and
individuals develop cultural architectures for mind and agency (del Rio & Alvarez, 1995; 2007)
through intra-acting with sociocultural practices. As individuals increasingly become-with the
sociocultural practices of the groups of which they claim membership (or are claimed by, by
familial tradition in many or most cases), believers are (re)produced in contiguity with the
cultural architectures they enact in emergent, open-ended ways.

Lost to New Atheism, alongside religious becoming, are the exceptionally fraught
processes of unbecoming, of losing/leaving faith. In essence, the New Atheists argue why to not
believe, but leave untheorized and unillustrated #ow to not believe. Scholarship in New Atheism
also does not engage directly (i.e., beyond hypothetically) with the sociocultural, socioeconomic,
psychological, and familial ramifications for leaving faith, and the marked trauma that can be
experienced resulting from these factors. While Dennett and LaScola (2014) do provide accounts

of clergy members’ stories as they moved out of faith, neither they nor other New Atheists take



up in a careful way religious unbecoming as semiotically mediated trajectories of becoming, nor
do they linger long on the exceptionally complex ramifications that come with believers leaving
their faiths behind. After all, none are semioticians or social scientists, and none (apart from
Dennett & LaScola, 2014) do ethnographic work.

This dissertation takes a situated, ethnographic approach, drawing on dialogic semiotics
and sociocultural theories of learning, development and becoming (Prior, 1998, 2018; Smith &
Prior, 2020; Kell, 2015, 2017; Wertsch, 1991) to explore the ways in which semiotic/literate
activities help facilitate trajectories of semiotic becoming. 1 study these phenomena across the
lives of former clergy members who have, over time, become non-believers in god(s) and other
supernatural aspects of their respective religions. Several scholars in writing studies have
addressed literate activity related to people’s religious lives. For instance, Fishman (1988) traced
the disparate types of literacies extant in an Amish community and found that her participants’
cultural groups maintained control over the literate activities people utilized, helping preserve
their fundamentally Amish culture. DePalma (2011) traced religious discourses as resources (for
students and teachers) for teaching college composition. Kelvie (2018) draws from a study of a
church reading group to study religious literate activity and civic engagement of aging adults.
Roozen (2010), Roozen & Erickson (2017) and Durst, (2019), all draw peripherally on religious
literate activities and show how people utilize those practices in varied ways across their lives,
offering insight into ways that religious beliefs and practices are distributed across lifeworlds
(Schutz & Luckman, 1973). Crapanzano (2000) does some work in linguistic anthropology
around biblical literalism in religious and secular spaces in the United States. Fannell (2010) also
in linguistic anthropology, takes up secularism/secularization for an “anthropology of

Secularism.” However, this dissertation is, to my knowledge, the first study in the field of

10



writing studies of its kind. I have found, to date, no other scholarship that examines the
semiotic/literate activity of atheists, agnostics, secular humanists, freethinkers, etc., and how
semiotic/literate activities have helped them become as such. Thus, utilizing my dialogic
semiotic theoretical and methodological framework, this dissertation aims to answer these two
questions broadly:

1) What trajectories of semiotic becoming led individuals from belief to nonbelief?

2) What roles have literate activities played in individuals’ trajectories of semiotic

becoming as they shifted from belief to non-belief?
As is common to qualitative, ethnographic research, several new questions (related, but more
focused) developed as I researched these. Those I will map as they become relevant in various
chapters of the dissertation.

Next, I describe “The Clergy Project.” This dissertation is not inherently about the “site”
from which I met and recruited co-researchers. Rather, it is about individuals who are members,
some of which are deeply involved in the organization, some who hardly mention it.
Nonetheless, I spend some time describing the organization because The Clergy Project, its
board of directors, and the many incredible people who are a part of it, have made this
dissertation possible. Without The Clergy Project and its people, this work would not be at all.
The Clergy Project

Elephants are extremely intelligent animals and have memories that span many years.

We, as Clergy Project participants are a relatively intelligent and empathetic herd. We

have decades of memories, vast quantities of experiences to share, and mountains of

lessons learned that can be of great benefit to the millions of current and ever doubting
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religious professionals around the world. We are doing a good thing here at The Clergy
Project. It’s up to us to make sure everyone knows we are here.
Elephants — Lon Ostrander, 2018

The epigraph is a part of Lon’s written address to members of The Clergy Project (TCP)
from 2018. In that address, he mapped his goals for the organization and its members, making a
broader call for TCP to make itself more known. “We have talked before about The Clergy
Project existing in a bubble,” Lon writes, “that stays primarily within the secular movement.” He
continues:

We have discussed the idea that most religious professionals are not even aware of our

existence. Our ability “to provide support, community, and hope to current and former

4 is severely restricted to

religious professionals who no longer hold supernatural beliefs

those few who know we exist.
Lon calls, then, for TCP to be the elephant in the room, and asks for members to help
“propagate” knowledge of TCP out beyond the secular movement, not as “atheistic evangelism,”
but so that practicing clergy who are struggling with doubt or nonbelief, or former clergy who
need a community can find the resources they need in TCP.

The Clergy Project was founded in 2011 as an online resource for current-and-former
religious practitioners (priests, pastors, nuns, rabbis, imams, people in parachurch/other
religiously affiliated organizations, etc.) to connect and share stories of “deconversion.” It also,

more importantly, serves as a support system for those in clergy roles who have lost faith, and

are seeking guidance in how to transition to a secular life and livelihood.

4 This is from TCP’s mission statement; see below.
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The origins of the TCP are in a qualitative research project conducted by Daniel Dennett
and Linda LaScola (see Dennett & LaScola, 2010; 2015). Dennett and LaScola postulated that
there must be preachers who do not believe that still carry out their duties for their churches and
congregations. They did, in fact, find nonbelieving clergy. Their pilot project included 35
Christian clergy members, and culminated in a 2010 article for Evolutionary Psychology titled
“Preachers Who Are Not Believers.” The article drew from five of their participants. The goal
driving the research was to answer qualitatively: “What is it like to be a pastor who doesn’t
believe in God?” After the publication of the 2010 article, the study expanded to include 30 more
respondents and resulted in Dennett and LaScola’s (2015) book Caught in the Pulpit: Leaving
Belief Behind. Out of the initial pilot study, however, The Clergy Project was also founded.

Dennett and LaScola worked closely with former clergy-turned-author, Dan Barker, to
form TCP, but then decided that they should not be members nor serve on its board of directors
because neither had ever held clergy positions. Thus, TCP is run only by those who qualify for
membership. To qualify, members must have been (or be) in religious leadership roles and must
have deconverted from faith. TCP’s mission is “to provide support, community, and hope to
current and former religious professionals who no longer hold supernatural beliefs>.”

TCP started as an online resource: a “private, safeguarded, and multifaceted Online
Community of Forums” for members to communicate with each other about their stories, support
each other, and forge friendships with like-minded clergy and former clergy members. TCP
received 501(c)(3) status as a charitable, tax-exempt organization in 2015 and is growing
steadily—having just reached 1000 members in 2020 with participants from over 50 countries

(though more than 70% are US citizens®). While most (more than 700) members of TCP are

5 See http://www.theclergyproject.org
6 See https://clergyproject.org/clergy-project-demographics/
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former Christians, coming to nonbelief is not a uniquely Christian phenomenon. The Clergy
Project also has members of several religions, such as former rabbis of Judaism, and former
imams of Islam. And, there is also great diversity in the shades of beliefs, and identity stances
toward belief. For instance, whereas some members were former literalists (Crapanzano, 2000),
others have come from more liberal backgrounds (i.e., do not believe the Bible is the inherent
word of god). For instance, not all Christian denominations believe, as Catholics do, in
transubstantiation—that saying particular words over a wafer and a cup of wine literally
transforms those into the body and blood of Christ. Understandings of religiosity and practices of
religion also change drastically over time. For instance, while Joiya Martin (see Chapter 4) is no
longer a practicing Christian, she still attends church (currently a Unitarian Universalist
denomination) because the social components, and some of the ritualistic aspects of services
bring her comfort.

While still primarily online, it does now reach more into people’s lives in tangible ways.
TCP lends crucial forms of support to members in need. For instance, they offer “Transitional
Assistance Grants” (TAGs) to members leaving clergy roles and in need of financial aid as they
make career transitions. Included are outplacement services that help members find employment,
in many cases when all they have ever known is church-related work. TAGs and related
outplacement services are supported through TCP’s partnership with the Stiefel Freethought
Foundation and are presided over by TCP’s “Career Development Committee.” TCP also
partners with Recovering from Religion’s “Secular Therapy Project” and provides twelve free
sessions of psychotherapy with licensed therapists. The therapy is geared toward helping
members work through the drastic mental toll of loss of faith, as well as the sociocultural and

familial chaos that admitting lost faith can have on people from deeply religious places. I draw
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particularly on data gathered around one co-researcher’s (“Alex Taylor”) experiences — and
successes — with a therapist she worked with through TCP (see Chapter 3).

To be clear, TCP does not seek to deconvert people. Participants must apply to join, are
vetted rigorously, and take part only in the activities they choose. No incentives for deconverting
are offered — only assistance in the fraught process of such profound changes and coping with

them ex post facto.

Contributions

Using documented narratives (Prior, 1994; Roozen & Erickson, 2017) of dynamically
nonlinear trajectories of becoming around religious belief and coming to non-belief, I contribute
to understanding both developing non-belief and roles of literate activity in semiotic becoming in
far-reaching ways. That is, I cover disciplinary, spiritual, psychological, familial, sociocultural,
and socioeconomic ramifications around unbecoming religious and becoming secular.
Becomings are constantly reoriented and renegotiated through literate activities across the
lifespan (Dippre, 2019; Bazerman, Applebee, Brandt, et al., 2018); thus, this research aims to
contribute to the call for lifespan accounts of writing, in some cases taking into account writing
that co-researchers have done over a decade or more. This dissertation is also firmly located in
cultural-historical work that traces the development of psychological activities. Particularly, I
offer accounts of “word sense” (Vygotsky, 1987); “subjective sense” and “subjective
configuration” (Gonzalez Rey, 2011); and “perezhivanie” (Vygotsky, 1994; Blunden, 2016;
Fleer, et al. 2017; see Chapters 2 and 4) as integral to tracing human becoming across the
lifespan. Thus, this research contributes to lines that trace the lifespan development of

psychological functions (Vygotsky, 1987; Valsiner & Connelly, 2003). And critically, it also
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aims to refine methodological practices for tracing semiotic activity and becoming dialogically. 1
describe this in depth in the next chapter.
Standpoint as Primary (Co-)Researcher

My relationship to the content of this project is bound up with my own biographical
experiences with faith and realizing non-belief. My grandparents—grandfather in particular—
were very religious. Having been raised by my grandparents, I was heavily indoctrinated into the
Catholic faith from very early on in childhood. I attended church every Sunday (and often
Wednesday evenings). I also went through formal catechism at my congregation, consisting of a
few hours of schooling every week after Sunday morning mass. It was delightful.

At the age of eight, I was tapped to become an “acolyte,” or, more commonly, an altar
boy. I helped Father Marcel Doumoulin—a person I saw as a wonderful man of integrity and of
whom I still think fondly—prepare for masses, and I served the altar each Sunday (in the
morning and evening), employing a series of ritualistic practices common in Catholic tradition. It
is a shame that I must make this clear: I experienced no abuse at church (unless you count the
teaching of violent theologies of hell to young children as abusive, which I admit that I might”).

The catch is that the indoctrination simply didn’t take. I can’t remember ever actually
believing in any aspects of the faith. This is striking because I can remember believing in Santa
very early in my childhood. I do remember a deep appreciation for the organ music during
church services, and I remember that it was important to me to see people from the community
seeming happy, and being kind to each other, even if only as briefly as turning to those near and

uttering “peace be with you.” Pax vobis.

7 Iinclude this line on abuse because, one co-researcher, a former Carmelite nun (described briefly in Chapter 5),
hypothesized that I stopped believing at such a young age because I might have been abused.
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When I was ten, I started to feel a tension with the work I was doing for the church. I
think of it in retrospect as having reached an age when I was beginning to “reason” about the
faith I was caught in. I remember one experience of astonishment when learning that one could
buy the wafers that were supposedly (transubstantiated into) the body of Christ; that was
detrimental to whatever faith I might have had. I no longer wanted to serve mass. I was preparing
for confirmation, which meant extra hours of catechism, when I decided to tell my family that I
no longer wanted to do church altogether. I think I also just wanted to be a kid, to listen to my
Nirvana cassette tapes on my Walkman (it was the early-mid 90s). Either way, I stopped my
work as an acolyte, quit going to catechism and church, and I was never confirmed. Thus, my
“deconversion” as some of my co-researchers describe loss of faith, was relatively smooth, and |
was very lucky that my grandparents respected my wishes. Catholicism never again played a role
in my life. But I always felt a simmering sort of distrust of religion-in-the-world, and it might
have been helped along by the sorts of music I listened to, and the non-believers on television
that I frequently watched. For instance, on my all-time favorite show Seinfeld (which from very
young | grew up watching as each episode aired), George Costanza, when asked by his therapist,
“I thought you didn’t believe in God?”, replied, “I do for the bad stuff!”

But I never labeled myself until early adulthood. I'm still hesitant to do so because it
doesn’t really matter what I am not. In fact, [ never even learned the term “atheist” until my
freshmen year of college when I was part of a debate in a public speaking course. I chose to
argue against organized religion, that historically it has done far more harm than good (a point
emphasized now as I watch the religious right wreck the US even more). My research for that

debate did awaken the dormant sort of distrust for organized religion, and it grew substantially.
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It’s likely that I would not have conducted the research for this dissertation had I not begun
thinking about religion and secularism at 18 in that 100-level public speaking course.

I will not map my non-belief in full here, as, there have been a few, distinct “periods.”
But as the primary co-researcher and writer on this project, it’s necessary to make known my
relationship to non-belief and organized religion as it stands. I find terms like “atheist” to be not
very useful or interesting for various reasons, but I do not believe in the existence of any god or
gods, a Cartesian dualistic soul, or anything commonly referred to as “supernatural.” After the
public speaking course and particularly in my late teens and early twenties, I described myself as
an “anti-theist” (probably in an angsty sort of way)—adamantly opposed to any sort of organized
religion, particularly those that have and wield political power. Anti-theists (see Hitchens, 2007)
tend to argue that all religion (as an entity with a sort of intentional stance) does exceptionally
more harm than good in the world. They also can be quite strident and caustic. To be as honest as
I can: I am still highly critical of organized religion and feel great disdain for Christian
nationalism and the ways in which cherry-picked theologies are enacted in our “secular” politics.
But anti-theists and some atheists (particularly Richard Dawkins and the late Christopher
Hitchens) tend not only to attack the belief and the organized systems, but also the believers.
That is, they have often slipped into describing believers’ mental capacities, at least as they relate
to faith, as deficient. They fall into accounts of higher psychological functions that I read as in
line with what Wertsch (1991) describes as heterogeneity as genetic hierarchy—disparate higher
psychological functions are “better,” “more developed,” than others, and a higher vs. lower or

primitive dichotomy is advanced. I find that sort of thinking exceptionally dangerous too and

reject the idea that believers are in any way cognitively deficient. Nonetheless, a subjective

configuration of exceptionally critical feelings for and attitudes towards belief/believers and
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organized religion, in general, is something I have had to work out over the years so that I do not
fall into the trappings of some inflated sense of superiority in my nonbelief.

In my early contact with The Clergy Project, the site of recruitment for the research, I
was encouraged to identify as “something familiar” by one of the founders of the organization
(Linda LaScola, phone communication) so that I might develop trusting relationships with my
co-researchers. I chose “secular humanist” to showcase my lack of faith and commitment to an
ethical and moral life without religion. All that said, I have long been interested in secular
movements and, more recently through the study of dialogic semiotics, #zow people, once of
faith, become secular, and the processes through which people leave their faith(s) behind. My
secular becoming was not fraught in any real sense; but I anticipated that I was an aberration, and
I hypothesized that literate activities in some sense must play some role in religious unbecoming.
As I show in the two cases I detail in Chapters 3 and 4, they sure do.

Chapter Sketches

The chapters that follow represent the first culminations of a project that I anticipate
continuing in all conceivable ways. That is, I am still in touch with nearly al/l the twenty co-
researchers I’ve worked with. Some have found that 4-5 meetings were “enough,” and are
interested in keeping in touch but feel like they’ve co-researched as much as they would like.
Others (Lon, above, and Alex and Joiya that follow, included) are still deeply engaged as co-
researchers, and are waiting for me to be ready to generate more data in co-research activities. To
that end, this dissertation is only the beginning.

In Chapter 2, “Dialogic Theory/Dialogic Methods,” I describe the inextricable nature of
theory and methods in a dialogic project such as this one. I synthesize a dialogic semiotic

theoretical framework that draws from writing studies, phenomenological sociologies, linguistic
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anthropology, and most importantly, cultural-historical psychological approaches to human
becoming. I then sketch a dialogic semiotic methodological approach to studying lifespan literate
activity, semiotic (un)becoming, and the development of psychological functions across the
lifespan. Crucially, I describe all facets of “co-research” (Roozen & Erickson, 2017). I also map
the approaches to data collection, analysis, etc. Specifically salient are my dialogic animation
and dialogic analysis protocols. The former elicits rich intra-actions and dialogic openings with
texts (and other semiotics) that co-researchers have brought to the project; the latter is a
recursive, iterative procedure for managing the complexity of becoming data, and for sharing
deep and enriched accounts in research narratives.

In Chapter 3, “God’s Absence During Trauma Took its Toll,” I draw from one case study
with “Alex,” once a deeply faithful Christian who, over complex trajectories of semiotic
becoming, lost her faith and was left to make sense of drastic perspectival shifts, in large part,
through literate activity. Weaving analyses of talk across two years, fifteen interviews, and
multiple texts and textual interactions, I trace a narrative of Alex’s trajectories of semiotic
(un)becoming. Particularly, I utilize “lifespan semiotic (un)becoming” as a reference frame to
trace a broad biography of Alex’s coming away from faith in varied ways. Then, utilizing
Vygotskyan “word sense” as a reference frame, I zoom in on moments of consequence across
years that show Alex redeveloping a “lifeworld perspective” and she moved from being certain
to being uncertain.

In Chapter 4, “Bipolar is Not that Great of an Environment to Live In,” I draw from my
work with Joiya Martin. This chapter traces the fundamentally messy, laminated, nonlinear
trajectories of semiotic (un)becoming that Joiya facilitated with 10 years of blogging.

Particularly, I situate “subjective sense” and “subjective configuration” in the wider frame of
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“perezhivanie” and becoming, and I utilize ontogenetic timescales to show how Joiya managed
“directively” a severe bipolar diagnosis that completely upended her life and livelihood. I focus
on three particular threads of semiotic (un)becoming: “triggers” of her bipolar symptoms, bipolar
mania and euphoria and the consequences it registered across her life, and her deeply entangled
loss of faith and becoming atheist that was a direct result of her bipolar diagnosis. Throughout, I
show how Joiya’s subjective sense and subjective configurations were reconfigured over a
decade of working over and intra-acting with the symptoms of her bipolar.

In Chapter 5, I then draw broad theoretical-methodological conclusions from the case
studies and the broad work of this dissertation. In doing so, I elaborate particularly on the ways
in which dialogic semiotic theory and methods served dialogic openings for the project that
ultimately led to a deepening and enrichment of the data collected, of the documented narratives
that grew from those data, and of the dissertation project widely. I end by describing five other
co-research cases to argue that, while all co-research stories are disparate, the focal cases in the

dissertation are representative of the wider project.
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CHAPTER 2: DIALOGIC THEORY/DIALOGIC METHODS
Dialogic Tracing of Literate Activity and Becoming Across the Lifespan
It seems like when writing about becoming, one can 't not begin by citing Lemke’s (2000)
questions of “how do moments add up to a life? How do our situated moments together add up to
a social life as such?” (p. 243). They are, after all, exceptionally interesting questions that can be
explored in exceptionally diverse ways. I explore these questions by drawing on a dialogic
semiotic framework for studying becoming with (and of) literate activity. I base my theoretical-
methodological framework broadly in cultural-historical scholarship (CHAT, but without the
triangle model of activity systems) rooted in the psychology of Vygotsky and some of his
followers (Vygotsky, 1987; del Rio & Alvarez, 1995, 2007; Fleer et al. 2017), the historical
semiotics of Bakhtin’s circle (Bakhtin, 1980, 1986; Voloshinov, 1973), some varied work in
phenomenological and flat sociology (Schutz & Luckmann,1975; Latour, 2005), linguistic
anthropology (Silverstein, 1993; Irvine, 1996; Agha, 2007; Koven, 2000, 2016) and the agential
realism of Barad (2007). In this chapter, I first map the dialogic semiotic theory I utilize. Then, I
hinge that theory on the dialogic semiotic methodological framework for tracing lifespan literate
activity and trajectories of semiotic (un)becoming.
Dialogic Semiotics and Literate Activity
...every outer ideological sign, of whatever kind, is engulfed in and washed over
by inner signs — by the consciousness. The outer sign originates from this sea of
inner signs and continues to abide there, since its life is a process of renewal as
something to be understood, experienced, and assimilated, i.e., its life consists in

its being engaged ever anew into the inner context (Voloshinov, 1973, p. 33).
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I first encountered Voloshinov while reading Prior and Shipka’s (2003) "Chronotopic
Lamination: Tracing the Contours of Literate Activity." It was my second semester in the
master’s program at University of Maine. I was thinking about dropping out because I didn’t
think I was smart enough to move on (and still don’t, at times). But that week in February in my
first methods course, reading Prior and Shipka’s work showed me what studying writing could
be. And the ways in which theory and research were woven through that piece entire, informing
the analyses in ways that [ had never seen a framework do, made me decide to stay. Drawn to
their use of Voloshinov, particularly, I immediately bought Marxism and the Philosophy of
Language and read it studiously, understanding very little. The quote above drew me
immediately, from my first reading, on a long journey of simply trying to understand what it
means. In this context, it signals, from the beginning of this long chapter on dialogic semiotic
theories and methods, that human minds are fundamentally dialogic in all senses—historical,
emergent processes of renewal as they are washed over by inner-and-outer semiotics as they
intra-act (in Barad's, 2007, sense) with complex social worlds. As people are fundamentally
dialogic, studying with them must be fundamentally dialogic.

The dialogic semiotic approach (Voloshinov, 1973; Irvine, 1996; Agha, 2007; Prior &
Hengst, 2010) that I employ is fundamentally woven with the conceptualization of literate
activity I draw from (see Prior, 1998; Prior & Shipka, 2003). It aims to capture sign phenomena
and use as historically emergent in laminated literate assemblages (Smith & Prior, 2020). It
foregrounds the entangled co-development of people, practices, and material artifacts in intra-
active becoming (Barad, 2007). It also foregrounds trajectories of signs and semiotic practices
traveling across various modes as “concrete, historical, situated, and social phenomena” (Prior &

Hengst, 2010, p. 2). Practices typically labeled writing, reading, speaking, listening, gesturing,
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drawing, etc. involve a complex entanglement of semiotic resources, so individual modes simply
don’t hold as tenable foci (Prior & Olinger, 2019). Prior’s (1998) landmark account of “literate
activity” as situated, mediated, dispersed, and laminated, and later of assemblages of entangled
practices (Smith & Prior, 2020), is thus an integrative approach to semiotic/literate activity, one
that highlights the ability for signs and practices to be built into emergent assemblages as well as
the mobile nature of both. All literate activity involves dialogic semiotics in that it is built of
concrete, sociocultural-and-historical laminated assemblages (Prior & Schaffer, 2011; Prior,
1998; Prior & Shipka, 2003). It is in, through and across connected, layered dialogic semiotic
activities—and moments (see below)—over time, that people become who they are (Kell, 2015,
2017; Prior, 2018; Ware, 2022).

Since Prior’s (1998) account of literate activity, research in writing studies has grappled
with how to trace the complex ways in which writing and its entanglements with a profusion of
other semiotic/literate activities mediate people’s lives within and across specialized as well as
broad settings. Recently, Durst (2019) has argued for a “lifeworld perspective” on becoming,
literate activity and disciplinarity as one way to do this work, showing how Ashlynn’s becoming
an engineer is inextricable from the myriad places, people, activities, and practices not typically
included in disciplinary research. Drawing on her account, I also argue a lifeworld perspective—
which I gloss as the entangled, richly laminated ways of being and seeing across the moments
that make lives—on my co-researchers’ becoming non-believers across complex topographies of
semiosis that become intra-actively imbricated with literate activity.

Semiotic Becoming
A dialogic semiotic approach to literate activity is particularly useful in tracing individual

becoming. Becoming happens as literate "moments add up to a life" (Lemke, 2000) as
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individuals engage with literate activities across an array of times, spaces, and modes, and co-
develop with activities and artifacts. However, formative moments don’t always add up
expectedly, and some seem to subtract earlier additions. This is of fundamental importance to the
work of this dissertation, as it was the case with Lon’s opening vignette. Years of rich moments
added up complexly, as he searched endlessly for answers to all the contradictions he saw in the
bible while he strove for ordination. He acquired neither and decided to subtract faith (and
literate practices like reading and interpreting the bible) from his lifeworld perspective. Thus,
trajectories of becoming can shift, fluctuating between unbecomings (which I describe below)
and becomings, branching out in shoots and buds. Semiotic becoming then is not only
fundamentally dialogic, but also dynamically nonlinear. It encompasses not only growth and
addition across lives, but also change, loss, and contradictions (Engestrom, 1996) which must be
central to our understanding of becoming and unbecoming—the making, unmaking, and
remaking of persons, artifacts, and the broader world in intra-activity.

In writing studies, the term “becoming” is relatively new in use, but there are related
areas of scholarship. For instance, there is a robust history of scholarship that links writing to the
development of identities (Ivani¢, 1998; Bazerman, 2003; Burgess & Ivani¢, 2011) and while
identity making is integral to becoming (see later, subjective sense and subjective configuration),
becoming as I take it up, encompasses not only the development of identity/identity processes,
but also the complex host of other factors crucial to human development across the lifespan. Like
the shift from product models of writing to process-based accounts, scholarship in writing studies
came to see not only texts as always in process, but also people. Of note, here, is Herrington and
Curtis’ (2000) longitudinal study of four students, persons in process, as they wrote their way

through their undergraduate work. Ivani¢ (1998) traces the links between writing and identity,
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and the depth of her case study of Rachel sheds light on the processual, negotiated, and often
contested nature of the active construction of identities. Ivani¢ argues, broadly, that writing is a
fundamental act of identity and identity making, of alignment with various sociocultural
possibilities for self-hood. While these (and other peripheral studies like these that take up
development, e.g., Beaufort, 2000; 2007) are related in showing the development of persons
through the scope of identities, they are predicated on discourse community theories broadly (see
Durst, 2019). This dissertation is not.

My work here is more attuned to scholarship that takes a fundamentally semiotic
approach to becoming and human development, and work in a recent special issue of Learning,
Culture, and Social Interaction on transliteracies and becoming is representative of the approach
I employ. Smith and Prior’s (2020) work demonstrates a Flat framework for tracing the
becoming of individuals (in this case, Prior’s daughter Nora; see later) and of groups (Urban
Word NYC), and they also highlight across-ness—the ways in which becomings are mobile,
happening transcontextually over a multiplicity of times, places, and experiences. Olsen and
VanDerHeide (2020) trace the processes of four students becoming as writers (also
encompassing the development of identities) across their lives but in the local context of
classrooms. Roozen (2020), in the same special issue, eschews oft assumed disciplinary
boundaries to trace the fundamentally intertwined ontogenesis of person (Alexandra) and
practices across various “representational media.” Also resonant with my approach is Kell’s
work (2015; 2017) that traces the highly transcontextual nature of meaning-making, how people
and objects are in constant motion as “things make people happen” (2015: 442). Kell (2017) also
offers, importantly and in line with some in writing studies (Prior, 1998, 2018; Roozen, 2009;

Ware 2022), trajectories as units of analysis in the development of people and things. Smith and
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Prior’s, Roozen’s, and Kell’s insistence on people and practices and things is a crucial one.
Discussions of becoming typically center on people. But people are always engaging with a host
of other things, sociohistoric practices and activities, etc. The cases I draw on in the following
chapters foreground the ways in which becomings are always emergent concatenations of people
and a suite of other things in intra-action.

The last, crucial point to make is that becoming is fundamentally dialogic. People draw
on complex histories in emergent becoming: histories of lived-experience, histories of acting-
with other people, artifacts, and the broader world. Becoming, then, becomes about redirecting
histories in the constant making and remaking of persons, activities, and social worlds at large.
Intra-active becoming and unbecoming

One important question that has emerged from my research is: What useful sense can we
make of arcs of becoming that are not explicitly coherent or are explicitly divergent? 1 found
early on that I would need to think about semiotic becoming as more than addition, as semiotic
moments adding up to make a life and social life. To make sense of trajectories of semiotic
becoming of the cases that follow (particularly, of marked chains of moments of /oss), it became
necessary to deepen the theory to better account for the semiotic becoming of objects, including
text-artifacts; for change, loss, contradiction, and “unbecoming”; and, for the semiotic becoming
of psychological processes important in lifespan development. Barad’s (2007) materialist
account of intra-action calls attention to the becoming of practices, artifacts, and the world-at-
large (see Prior, 2018, and Sheridan, 2018, for productive uptakes of Barad’s work). Informed by
Bohr’s quantum mechanics, Barad's theory complements approaches to dialogic semiotics by
inviting researchers to attend to subtleties of emergence and movement in trajectories of

becoming (both human and non-human). Their neologism, “intra-action,” which contrasts with

27



“interaction,” highlights the “mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (p. 34). Barad disputes
the idea that people and things are pre-determined before moments of encounter, and whereas
interaction suggests people and objects possess agency before interacting, intra-action holds that
multiple forms of agency, and the objects and people themselves emerge as they become
entangled and come to matter with one another. Intra-active agential realism critically
destabilizes fixed ontologies of people, spaces, tools, practices, and things, calling for more
complexity in our theoretical-methodological approaches and representations of our becoming
data.

Intra-action showcases how entangled agencies come to matter, but most interestingly for
the cases that follow, it can also account for how entanglements, across trajectories, come to not
matter, matter less, or matter in completely reconfigured ways through change, loss,
contradiction, etc. To foreground change, loss, and contradiction along trajectories, as well as
moments of oscillation between disparate senses, feelings, positions on faith, etc., I describe
these phenomena—particularly in chains of moments with things are unsettled, wavering, etc.—
as “(un)becomings.” That is, at points, in tracing the trajectories from belief to non-belief in the
two case studies that follow, the unmaking of lifeworld perspective, and of psychological sense
(see later) is so foregrounded (i.e., away from faith) that “(un)becoming” describes the processes
more precisely. Of course, in the processes described, co-researchers were also becoming non-
believers and remaking their ways of life and social relations. Intra-active (un)becoming captures
the instability, emergence, and nonlinearity of such trajectories when necessary, and helps
account for not only moments of addition (how moments add up to a life), but change, loss, and

contradiction across a life.
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Ontology of Moments

In our work in pulling together scholarship around perezhivanie (Vygotsky, 1994; Fleer
et al. 2017; described later) Paul Prior, Julie Hengst, Bruce Kovanen, Larissa Mazucelli, Niki
Turnipseed, and I found, when approaching Lemke’s key questions, that we needed to develop
an “ontology of moments” (Prior et al., unpublished manuscript) to account for situated
experiences both in moments and across chains of moments. Moments are fundamentally
chronotopic, encompassing more than the microlevel counting of time, and they are more than
just envelopes into which we can dump our experiences (for instance, commonplace phrases like
“it was in that moment that...””). Moments (and chains of moments) are fundamental units of
human becoming across the lifespan. Moments are numerously distributed subjective symbolic
units (see later) experientially sliceable into segments of time-space (“chronotope”) ex post facto.
It is languaging and reflection that affords the slicing of moments, and the instantaneous flashes
as subjective senses of moments can become integrated into broader configurations (see later) of
personhood. Moments are embodied, affective, intra-actional, semiotic, and relational. To be
sure, not all moments are equally important to becoming across the lifespan; so, my colleagues
and I think about moments around consequentiality. I approach moments of consequentiality
particularly through dialogic methods for research that seek to trace dialogic resonances
(Stornaiuolo et al., 2017; see later) across data. In situated analyses of moments of
consequentiality, I highlight indexical, affective, and historical intensities that have become
crystallized in text-and/or-semiotic-artifacts, as well as in ethnographic video-recorded data
(particularly in Chapter 5). Developing an ontology of moments has been crucial for elaborating
Vygotsky’s notions of sense and perezhivanie (1987; 1994), two concepts that he never fully

articulated and that figure importantly across the cases that follow.
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Vygotskyan Sense/Meaning

When conducting dialogic semiotic research on semiotic becoming, certain theoretical-
analytical constructs, what Valsiner (2007) calls “reference frames,” will be necessarily
foregrounded/backgrounded for disparate sorts of analyses. These are “general conceptual
positioning devices within the minds of researchers, who set up their research questions and
construct methods in ways that unify different levels of the methodology cycle” (Valsiner, 2007,
p. 331). To trace psychological (un)becoming, I foreground Vygotsky’s (1987) concept of “word
sense” to magnify important moments around the use of and co-development with individual
words (Chapter 3), and I trace Gonzalez Rey’s (2011; Gonzélez Rey et al., 2017; see also Fleer et
al., 2017) expanded notion of subjective sense, particularly around their development across the
lifespan through varied activities (Chapter 4).

Vygotsky’s work, classically oriented to learning/becoming, emphasized an important
relationship between words in inner speech and the development of consciousness, and how
individuals develop relationships to the world and become-with words. His theory distinguished
abstract meaning from word sense:

A word's sense is the aggregate of all the psychological facts that arise in our

consciousness as a result of the word. Sense is a dynamic, fluid, and complex formation

which has several zones that vary in their stability. Meaning is only one of
these...enrichment of the word through the sense it acquires in context is a basic law of
the dynamics of meaning. The word absorbs intellectual and affective content from the
entire context in which it is intertwined...the sense of a word depends on one’s own

understanding of the world as a whole and on the internal structure of personality (p. 275-

76).
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Under Vygotsky’s description, sense foregrounds subjective experience, individuals’ historically
laminated, particular accretion of psychological facts and experiences around words. Meaning is
collectively definitional, quasi-stable, and quasi-shared as a social phenomenon, a historical
residue of referentiality, as Prior and Shipka (2003) point out in their study of chronotopic
lamination. Another crucial aspect of Vygotsky’s definition of word sense is that he notes that
words absorb disparate types of content from the entire context in which it is intertwined, and 1
read this as Vygotsky signaling word sense as a more distributed sort of analysis, seeing minds
as fundamentally woven into sociocultural environments.

The sense arising in consciousness as a result of a word plays, in varied ways, with
words’ collectively constructed, quasi-stable-and-shared aspects. For instance, in Alex’s case
(see Chapter 3), the word “certainty” was fundamental to her understanding and experience of
the world. I show later that the shifting sense of the word helped partially account for her
(un)becoming and co-development with literate activities along her trajectory to nonbelief. She
discovered this by engaging in literate activities about the word (poetry writing, writing about
certainty for therapy, and through methods employed in our co-research), bringing into sharp
relief how the co-development of person, literate activities and text-artifacts become in entangled
ways through intra-action, as well as how the lifespan development of psychological functions
(Valsiner & Connelly, 2003) was reconfigured through those literate engagements. Yet,
Vygotsky’s concept of sense was left to be developed further and, unfortunately, it has been
underutilized in writing studies with few exceptions (c.f- Prior & Shipka, 2003).

Recent Directions: Subjective Sense and Subjective Configuration, Feelings and Emotions

Fernando Gonzalez Rey attempted to reorient Vygotskyan scholarship to better represent

the scope of his ideas across his short career, to go beyond (while still including key insights

31



from) his instrumental period which focused on heavily on semiotic mediation, internalization,
and cognition (Gonzalez Rey, 2011). In doing so, Gonzéalez Rey pushed back against dominant
CHAT models that separate emotion and feelings from cognition and relegate subjectivity as
epiphenomenal to activity (Gonzalez Rey et al., 2017; Fleer et al., 2017). Gonzalez Rey (2011)
points out that in Vygotsky’s early work (see Vygotsky, 1971) and in his final period (see
Vygotsky 1987) he focused on issues that have been largely swept aside in CHAT scholarship—
chiefly, psyche, emotions, subjectivity, imagination, personality, sense and perezhivanie
(discussed later). While my work may draw from all these at least peripherally, of particular
importance are feelings, emotions, subjectivity, sense, and perezhivanie. 1 start here by briefly
reviewing some of Gonzalez Rey’s (2011; 2017) theoretical work on the concepts of subjective
sense and subjective configurations, and then I distinguish between feelings and emotions
(Damasio, 1999).

Gonzalez Rey (2017; Gonzalez Rey et al., 2017) explains subjectivity as an ongoing
process and dimension of human consciousness that, as Fleer et al. (2017; same volume) argue
encompasses “thought, motivation, imagination, perception, personality” (p. 4). Subjectivity, in
Gonzélez Rey’s view, is an interplay between instantaneous flashes of emotional-symbolic
content (subjective senses) and more rooted organizations of those called subjective
configurations. Gonzalez Rey (2017) writes that “[t]he subjective senses are the instantaneous
emotional-symbolic units that characterise the flux of human experience as life is subjectively
lived” (p. 183). Like word sense, subjective senses are historically and socially conditioned, and
they are in constant movement. Concatenations of subjective senses, over time, become
integrated as or with subjective configurations. Gonzalez Rey (2017) describes these as “self-

generative” formations that are more enduring than the individual and instantaneous subjective
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senses and can be more pointed toward processes of personality and identity (p. 184). But they
are still also emergent processes that are constant flux. Subjective senses and subjective
configurations are embodied, affective, fundamentally multi-semiotic, distributed, and
inextricable from the rich environments that individuals intra-act with. Subjective configurations
become what Gonzalez Rey et al. (2017) call “bearers of a sense of identity” (p. 226) in
particular chronotopes (but perhaps not in others). A conceptualization of subjectivity predicated
on subjective senses and subjective configurations thus

leads to a rethinking of personality, understanding personality not as a unified

autonomous system comprised of stable and universal traits, but as a dynamic system of

subjective configurations that express the most relevant individual experiences as they
are subjectively configured. Personality represents the historical moment of the

individual during personal current action (Gonzalez Rey, 2017, p. 183).

These conceptualizations are increasingly important for dialogic semiotic theories of becoming,
as they understand subjectivity as agentive, creative, emergent, and particularly, as intra-active
(Barad, 2007) processes, rather than as a stable or fixed ontology of consciousness. Through
these concepts, I see becoming as the instantaneous processes (subjective senses) in conjunction
with the dialogic redirecting of histories toward subjective configurations both social and
individual.

Gonzélez Rey et al. (2017) argues for a more robust notion of cognition, cognitive
experience, and consciousness that does not create a dualism between feelings and emotions on
the one hand, and cognitive processes on the other. Much of this work is predicated on the
expanded notion of subjectivity as an ongoing process and dimension of consciousness, and

particularly on sense and subjective sense. Given that one aspect of subjective sense is that it is
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embodied, sense must include feelings and emotions predicated on those feelings. I turn to work
in neurobiology for a precise representation of feelings and emotions, one suited for tracing
becoming and one that bolsters discussions of sense. My colleagues (see Prior et al., unpublished
manuscript) and I have found useful a biological conceptualization of feelings and emotions
(Damasio, 1999). Damasio (1999) makes a distinction between feelings and emotions:

the term feeling should be reserved for the private, mental experience of an emotion,

while the term emotion should be used to designate the collection of responses, many of

which are publicly observable. In practical terms this means that you cannot observe a

feeling in someone else although you can observe a feeling in yourself when, as a

conscious being, you perceive your own emotional states (42).
Feelings, then, are the historically conditioned subjective senses as interpretations of emotional
states (Prior et al., unpublished manuscript). Feelings and emotions, after all, are affective
processes that should not be separated from cognition and subjectivity. As I show primarily in
Chapter 4, individuals do more with subjective senses and configurations than bear witness to
their unfolding.
Directivity

There are directive (del Rio & Alvarez, 1995; 2007) qualities to subjectivity, subjective
senses and subjective configurations. “Directivity” is constructed from emotion and voluntary
action, as del Rio and Alvarez (1995, p. 387) argue. del Rio and Alvarez later (2007) argue that
individuals can “master” themselves with the use of directive psychological activities like prayer,
writing of varied sorts like poetry (see Chapter 3), personal organizers, diaries, and I add
blogging (see Chapter 4), and that these “instruments” allow individuals to “evaluate and

operate” on their consciousness, on their thoughts and feelings (p. 381). Individuals’ activities in
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regulating their emotions, as collections of responses to feelings (sometimes private, sometimes
public), are a sort of directivity. Directivity is a distributed action, not a purely cognitive activity.
For instance, we can read Prior and Shipka’s (2003) environment-selecting-and-structuring
practices as a sort of consciousness tuning that is markedly directive. Their participants actively
worked to structure their environments including objects, other people, pets, and ambience (e.g.,
music, aromas, lighting) to stabilize mental states. For example, as one professor (Orlie)
structured her writing time with the use of external aids like a watch with an alarm, furnished her
writing space just so, and even crafted plans to move to a quieter geographic location out of the
city, she was engaging in situated and long-term sorts of directivity through environment-
selecting and -structuring practices (ESSPs) that encompass far more than simply cognition.
Individuals utilize directive functions across their lifeworlds to regulate their behavior,
and even who they feel they are, and in this way (and many others), directivity plays crucial roles
in becoming. For instance, del Rio and Alvarez liken the cultural architectures of religion,
broadly, and the numerous religious practices (c.f., prayer) as directive functions of
consciousness. Distributed or mediated directivity (del Rio & Alvarez, 2007) like cultural
architectures of religion—and particularly of the consequences of abandoning those cultural
architectures—play a role in shaping the branches that developed out of my ongoing co-research.
Specifically, my research has come to focus on a second key question: How do individuals
direct subjective senses, subjective configurations, perezhivanie, and the development of
lifeworld perspectives with literate activity? 1 think about the questions I have been mapping in
conjunction with Lemke’s (2000), but with a focus on how moments can also seem to subtract
important facets of individuals’ identities and related subjective senses in an ongoing re-

visioning of subjective configurations around personality and action. To these ends, my research
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methods have aimed to collect accounts of the struggles of the unmaking of deeply entrenched
directive cultural architectures for mind and agency (del Rio & Alvarez, 1995; 2007), and
particularly, the ways in which literate activities mediated those unmakings and remakings of
directive actions and activities, identities, and lifeworld perspectives.

Directivity plays key roles in the facets of the dialogic semiotic becoming framework I
have been sketching. Regulating the making and maintenance of lifeworld perspectives,
subjective senses, and subjective configurations in intra-activity, and the many dispersed
semiotic/literate activities that facilitate such regulation is a complex entanglement of processes.
Researchers can utilize trajectories (Kell, 2015, 2017; Roozen, 2020) to trace these processes as
they relate to moments of consequentiality across semiotic becoming. Next, I describe a key
buttress that can join and bolster all the constructs around dialogic semiotic becoming that I have
described so far with its scalability across becomings and directivity in life projects as well as
around in situ moments. This concept is perezhivanie.

Perezhivanie/iya, and Developing Lifeworld Perspectives
Perezhivanie (mepexxuBanue) is a common name for direct psychological
experience. From a subjective perspective, every psychological process is
perezhivanie. In every perezhivanie we distinguish: firstly, an act, and secondly,
the content of perezhivanie. The first is an activity related to the appearance of
certain perezhivanie; the second is the content, the composition of what is
experienced (Varshava & Vygotsky, 1931, p. 128 in Veresov, 2017)

As defined above, “perezhivanie” (pluralized: “perezhivaniya”) stands in danger of
affording everything being a perezhivanie. And while, as I point out at the end of this section,

perezhivanie is a ubiquitous dimension of human becoming (Prior et al., unpublished

36



manuscript), the question becomes how can it be useful in studying becoming across literate
lives? First, I briefly review some of the literature relevant and important to my thinking about
perezhivanie since encountering the term, and then I map the ways in which my colleagues and I
have rearticulated the concept in a recent manuscript.

I’ve noticed perezhivanie—as a word—seems to have a strangeness to it when I first
mention it to other English speakers. In fact, when I heard it for the first time in Paul Prior’s
office as he told me I might be interested in the concept, I thought—and had written in my
notes— “Per Giovanni,” thinking he was telling me the name of a scholar I should read up on. I
searched for a couple hours and found the term when reading for clues around the scholarship we
were discussing that day. Perezhivanie has no English equivalent capturing the breadth of the
concept. What’s more, Blunden (2016) argues that some translations of Vygotsky’s work render
the concept “invisible” (274). Perezhivanie is often boiled down to “an experience,” often with
qualifiers like /ived experience (Mok, 2017), and emotional experience (Vygotsky, 1934; see
later). These do not fully capture the active, directive, and most importantly, distributed
psychological processes of becoming that are part and parcel to perezhivanie.

Mok (2017) discusses the disparate possibilities buried in the Russian word, describing a
number of conceptualizations of perezhivanie from Stanislavsky to Tolstoy, to Freud, and
crucially, to Vygotsky. In line with the rest of the theorizing of becoming earlier, I find the
tracing of perezhivanie through Vygotsky most useful. Mok (2017; see also Gonzalez Rey, 2009;
2011) traces the (re)appearance of concepts around perezhivanie in Vygotsky’s later work
(particularly in Thinking and Speech) and the fundamental connections with the notion of sense

(see earlier), arguing that it’s plausible that when Vygotsky was writing of perezhivanie, word
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sense and meaning, he was creating an overall new approach to cultural-historical psychology
predicated on sense. Mok writes of perezhivanie, and sense/meaning that
First, they are methodologically analogous. Both concepts are described as units of
analysis: empirically discoverable parts of the whole. Understanding how word-meaning
is used to inform an understanding of the development of verbal thought should also
provide insight into the way in which perezhivanie relates to and provides insight into,
the development of consciousness (2017, p. 32).
The connection to sense, overall, is an important one, as [ will describe below and later (see
Chapter 4) because sense is a key dimension of perezhivanie and one channel toward tracing
perezhivanie on trajectories of semiotic becoming.
As a concept, perezhivanie is also often reduced—by some translations of the term—to
some sort of relation to affect or emotions (see Fleer et al., 2017; Gonzalez Rey et al., 2017).
This is showcased in a rather long section of the following translation of Vygotsky’s (1934) The
Problem of the Environment:
Today, whilst basing myself on a concrete example of the theory about the environment, I
would like to show you a few such units with which psychological research operates. One
example of such a unit is the emotional experience [perezhivanie]. An emotional
experience [perezhivanie] is a unit where, on the one hand, in an indivisible state, the
environment is represented, i.e. that which is being experienced — an emotional
experience [perezhivanie] is always related to something which is found outside the
person — and on the other hand, what is represented is how I, myself, am experiencing
this, i.e., all the personal characteristics and all the environmental characteristics are

represented in an emotional experience [perezhivanie]; everything selected from the
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environment and all the factors which are related to our personality and are selected from

the personality, all the features of its character, its constitutional elements, which are

related to the event in question. So, in an emotional experience [perezhivanie] we are

always dealing with an indivisible unity of personal characteristics and situational

characteristics, which are represented in the emotional experience [perezhivanie].
The translation above marks all instances of perezhivanie as emotional experience by adding the
term in brackets. While that is certainly part of perezhivanie, it fails to capture the breadth of the
concept, which, as Blunden (2016) notes, is a deeply entrenched part of Russian culture®.
However, in this extract, there are some important clues to how Vygotsky was intending the
concept of perezhivanie to function in his psychology. One is the inextricable relationship
between perezhivanie and social environment. It also links, crucially, biographically situated
embodied minds (I argue particularly as a flow of subjective senses) with enriched environments
(see Prior et al., unpublished manuscript). These point to the fundamental characteristic of
perezhivanie as a distributed unit of analysis.

Another nuance of perezhivanie that has shaped my research is described by Blunden
(2016) as the active working over, over-living, or living-through of experiences, and how those

processes can help shape the development of persons, their lives and life projects. His piece,

81 was interested to see what a Russian friend might say about the term, so I wrote to her a sense of how scholarship
I draw from (described this section) conceptualizes the term. She wrote back: “Usually we use not the noun but the
verb - “perezhivat.” It has two meanings depending on the contexts. First one is between “being worried” and “being
sad.” Close to “be concerned” but with more sad tones. The second meaning is to live through something. It’s close
to what you described but again, in modern language we usually use the verb. It doesn’t exactly have to be an
experience with a beginning, a middle, and an end but the focus is on the continuity of the process of experiencing
something. The experience itself can be short but the emotions someone felt while living through it is the focus. So
the verb is close to “survive something” or “get through something.” It usually is used with negative connotations
and experience but in some cases, it can be used with positive things like “I cannot believe I survived that crazy
Moulin Rouge performance, it was mind-blowing.” A third meaning of the verb, it can also mean “to outlive
someone or something” when talking about people or things. The word “perezhivanie,” as a noun, is not used very
frequently in modern language, but was used in written or academic Russian before.”
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Translating Perezhivanie into English, clearly expresses this sense of perezhivanie and I quote it

at length here.
Perezhivanie comes from the verb perezhivat. Zhivat means “to live” and pere means
carrying something over something, letting something pass beneath and overleaping it,
something like cutting out a piece of space, time, or feeling. So perezhivat means to be
able to survive after some disaster, that is, to “over-live” something. To illustrate, the
force of pere: terpet means to endure some pain, so pereterpet means to live until a time
when no pain is left, to outlive the pain; pereprignut means to overcome some obstacle, to
jump, or fly over it...In the same way, perezhivat means that you have passed as if above
something that had made you feel pain; and in the base of each “again living” lies a pain
and you know that. There, inside of a recollection that we call an “again living,” lives
your pain, not letting you forget what has happened, and you keep living through it over
and over again, working through it, repeating it until you have passed through it, and
have survived...But it is also important that there can be good, as well as painful
perezhivaniya...that perezhivanie is not only surviving a life-changing disaster, but also
consolidating on a dramatic leap forward in your life, a daring move you made, a risk that
paid off and opened a new phase of your life...Fully developed perezhivaniya are tied up
with the fate of one’s life-projects and are life-changing episodes in your life, and they
begin in a moment of especial clarity (p. 276).

Perezhivanie as working over, over-living, living-through is one chain of conceptualizations of

the term that became increasingly important to this dissertation, particularly so once I started

learning about the lives of my co-researchers over extended cases (meeting more than five

“sessions”).
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What emerged from many of those cases was that losing faith and rebuilding a life was
often a painful experience, overflowing with emotion, grief, anger, etc.; that it was an experience
that my co-researchers, on many occasions, had to again-/ive as they constructed new senses of
the world, new lifeworld perspectives; and that working over, or over-living such fraught,
exceptionally directive perezhivaniya (predicated in most cases on semiotic/literate activity) was
crucially a life project that was managed over complicated trajectories of semiotic becoming. To
be clear, I am hesitant about the way in which Blunden describes “fully developed
perezhivaniya” because it seems to me that it seems to come close to taking a distributed process
and unit of analysis and stuffing it back inside the person. Nonetheless, the sense of perezhivanie
as again-living or working over is mostly foregrounded when I think about co-researchers
utilizing directive psychological tools to make and remake subjective senses in intra-action with
becoming in the world at large®. I foreground it at points in Chapter 4 when I discuss the ways in
which Joiya Martin “wrote and wrote” (see Chapter 4, analysis of Triggered: Church Diaries) to
understand herself after a diagnosis of severe bipolar, how her diagnosis affected her life, her
mental states, and her faith (and loss of it).

Perezhivanie Rearticulated

The varied senses of perezhivanie that I mapped in the brief review above remain in play
at in various spots in varied ways, across my dialogic analyses (see below). In ways, they have
become folded into the nuance of the concept as rich, layered dimensions of perezhivanie and
becoming that Paul Prior, Julie Hengst, Bruce Kovanen, Larissa Mazucelli and I spent more than
two years (as a study group) rearticulating, and then drafting into a manuscript—parts of which

have made it into this dissertation (see Chapter 4). We offer a robust, theoretical

9 “Dialogic animation,” which I describe in the methods section below, seem particularly suited to intra-active
moments of consequentiality around perezhivanie.
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conceptualization of perezhivanie that sharpens our understanding of an ontology of moments.
We describe perezhivanie as

a ubiquitous dimension of human existence and activity (not an isolated process that can

be turned on/off or something we are trying to create); as fundamentally semiotic (not

limited to or represented by specific modalities, behaviors, or types of resources); as flat,
dialogic, rhizomatic assemblage (not abstractly governed, static or anchored to specific
spatial-temporal scales); as embodied (socially, biologically, and ecologically situated);

and as emergent, intra-active becoming (Prior et al, unpublished manuscript, p. 13).

This formulation resists perezhivanie being frozen as any one of the myriad conceptualizations
that have come since Vygotsky (1987; 1994) began developing the concept. And while it
encompasses a broad range of phenomena as a ubiquitous part of human becoming, it resists the
trap of everything being perezhivanie noted at the beginning of the section by offering several
key dimensions of the concept, and by being inherently linked to our formulation of
consequentiality in and across moments.

One more crucial nuance to perezhivanie that I have mentioned is its characteristic
distributed nature. Perezhivanie is important in scholarship that explores sense and becoming
because it is a unity of person and environment (as a process and a unit of analysis). Sense is
what is happening in persons across subjective processes in direct intra-action with their broader
sociocultural environments. Perezhivanie is not reducible to a subjective, emotional experience
or sense because it is fundamentally distributed in and across persons and their environments and
intra-actions. And so, one great advantage of perezhivanie in scholarship on becoming is that it
does not reduce experience and sense to interiorization but sees those as components of

perezhivanie distributed across intra-actions with environments (and other people), and the
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registering of perezhivanie in the person(s). I draw examples of this in Chapter 4 as I describe the
relationships between Joiya Martin’s environmental triggers of bipolar symptoms and her
subjective sense(s).

Like all theoretical concepts should be, perezhivanie is tied directly to a methodology for
exploring it. While I discuss methods later, I describe here the ways in which I trace
perezhivanie. First, my colleagues and I locate perezhivanie in moments of intensity—indexical,
interactional, affective, and historical. Next, we locate it in moments of turbulence, disruption,
genesis (Vygotsky, 1997; Latour, 2005; Smith and Prior, 2020) that can be either longitudinal or
short-lived. Then, we locate it in moments of intra-action with hardened cultural-historical,
figured worlds. Last, we locate it in moments or chains of moments that show strong, dialogic
resonance (Stornaiuolo et al, 2017) with other moments or chains of moments. In this research
(particularly as I demonstrate in Chapter 4), I have come to look at perezhivanie in the ways in
which co-researchers reach dialogically backward and forward in time, bringing theres-and-thens
to heres-and-nows in complexly situated, fundamentally semiotic, indexical, embodied, intra-
active, and affective ways.

Reflexivity of Theory

Like each of the concepts and/or theories I’ve described across this chapter so far, a
theoretical orientation is not a static frame. Rather, it needs to be adjustable and adaptable to the
different sorts of analyses necessary to bring richly dialogic, intra-active data to relief as semiotic
value. “Reference frames” (Valsiner, 2007; described above) have helped me develop an
adaptable theoretical-methodological approach that is able to foreground and background
concepts (as reference frames) depending on the emergent needs of the co-research and analyses.

Reference frames provide ways to link different zones of the methodology cycle to overarching
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narratives (see Chapter 3, e.g., the distinction between tracing a lifespan trajectory and tracing
word sense along trajectories).

Another way that I imagine my theoretical-methodological approach as emergent and
reflexive is by conceptualizing it as something like methodological frameworks of
transdisciplinary action research (TDAR) (Perrin, 2012; Pohl & Hadron, 2008). Perrin (2012)
writes that TDAR projects are “designed cyclically and planned incrementally to allow for
unpredicted developments and foster mutual learning,” that they “define and solve a complex
real-life problem[s] sustainably” and “handle risks related to crossing borders” (18). It has
become clear to me that a theoretical framework would be served well by these characteristics.
Constructing narratives out of the interplay between theory, methods of analyses, and data is an
exceptionally interpretive activity. Theoretical interpretive frameworks thus must be predicated
on and emergent from, to a degree, the types of data that unfold from a project. So, theory is
designed and re-designed cyclically to adjust to the uncertainty of data exemplars, particularly
around the reference frames that will best suit the construction of semiotic value in a given
narrative that aims, of course, to be faithful and ethically responsible to the extant data. For
instance, this project is built of many disparate cases. While all draw from the dialogic semiotics
I describe, across the two focal cases that demonstrate my analyses, at points, I foreground the
use of certain reference frames while others become backgrounded. For example, in Chapter 3 1
focus heavily on Vygotskyan conceptualizations of word sense as the construction of word sense
was exceptionally important to “Alex’s” construction of a lifeworld perspective. But, in Chapter
4, word sense 1s subsumed by an overarching theoretical framing around subjective sense,

perezhivanie, and becoming as | trace “Joiya’s” complex semiotic becomings across a decade of
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blog writing about her diagnosis with bipolar disorder, and the ways in which that diagnosis
upended her entire life and livelihood.

Working from these theoretical frameworks, I next describe the broad methods I have
utilized for conducting this research. These research methods are fundamentally linked to the
dialogic semiotic theories I have described so far in this chapter, and are, thus, dialogic semiotic
methods for investigating lifespan literate activity and becoming. They encompass everything
from the co-researcher framework I utilize, to data collection, and to idiosyncratic approach to
writing with data (which should, I argue, always be described in conjunction with research
methods).

Dialogic Methods
On the term “co-researcher(s)”

Those who participate in ethnographic work like this project need to be conceptualized
dialogically, not as participants or subjects but rather as (dialogic) people first, and as co-
researchers in a dialogic, open-ended, investigative endeavor. People are historical, social,
cultural, and all of these are, of course, shot through each other. A co-researcher framework (see
Roozen & Erickson, 2017) is crucial in this study, and I use the term throughout my work to
represent the process, to refer to myself and to replace “participants” or “subjects.” Roozen and
Erickson (2017) write,

In qualitative research, those individuals at the heart of the inquiry are commonly referred

to as “subjects,” “informants,” or “participants.” While perhaps meant to function as

neutral descriptors of the individuals under scrutiny, these terms frequently index the
particular roles played in the process of conducting research as well as the relationship

between the researched and researcher. The term “participant” suggests a more active
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role in the research process, and perhaps implies a somewhat closer relationship between
researcher and researched than do “subject” or “informant.” And yet, it also frames the
person’s identity in terms of the researcher’s project. In addition, it fails to clarify both
the nature and degree of the participation, and thus its very46esearch46ty renders it little
more descriptive than either of the previous terms (2017).
I decided it was necessary to advocate for the role of co-researcher to invite the types of active
engagement-with, agency in becoming-with, and ownership over the research process from those
who choose to participate. I argue that the more enriched role—of co-researcher—facilitated
gathering the sorts of richly complex narratives of co-researchers’ lives and literate activities
than I might have had I invited the more typical participant roles.
I discussed the idea of being co-researchers and explicated the difference from the more

99 ¢

traditional notions of “subject,” “participant,” etc., with all who participated in my study, as, the
framing invites the very agentive role that co-researchers can and often choose to take in our
work. Co-research may, but does not have to, involve co-authorship of research reports, but it
does need to involve an agential stance in the research and co-researchers, to varying degrees,
have taken up a deeply involved roles in helping me trace their trajectories of (un)becoming.
Both Alex and Joiya, the two cases I develop in Chapters 3 and 4, have actively shaped our co-
research through several activities. For instance, both have pitched topics for discussion and
actively worked to schedule those co-research sessions, an activity typically the responsibility of
the researcher. We (both Alex and I, and Joiya and I, as separate pairs) have discussed being co-
researchers on many occasions and consider ourselves to fit its sense. It has served importantly in

constructing mutual trust and openness essential for the longitudinal sorts of research necessary

for tracing trajectories.
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The co-researcher configuration also transforms interviewing/interview methodology,
foregrounding them as a different type of social practice than is typical of ethnographic work
(Olinger, 2020). In both focal cases of Chapter 3 and 4 (and with other co-researchers in the
wider project) I have co-constructed goals, questions, and practices with co-researchers in
partnership. For instance, I might co-construct plans with co-researchers based on our interests at
the tail end of sessions, utilizing our emergent conversations as planning ground for future
sessions. Or, if [ have been working on/in/with transcriptions from co-research sessions (often in
conjunction with text-artifacts collected; see later), I use email to propose tentative topics for co-
researchers to approve, alter/revise, or reject outright and propose other directions. The co-
research framework has also helped set the boundaries of what is talked about on- and off-record

and how data is represented in the co-research from storage to publication.

Recruitment of co-researchers

I learned about The Clergy Project nearly a decade ago from an online lecture featuring
Daniel Dennett. I was immediately interested in the organization due to my childhood exposure
to Catholicism, my own religious (un)becoming, and my interest in secularism broadly. When I
began to see more clearly that studying literate activity with a dialogic semiotic lens necessitates
looking longitudinally at the trajectories across which people become who they are, I began
imagining potential sites. With a long interest in pedagogy and teacher training, I began with a
study on representations of writing with instructors at the University of Illinois. While I am still
interested in those threads, I wanted to conduct my research and write my dissertation on
something that I was genuinely excited about, as well as a site and/or group that was not
necessarily tied to one given academic discipline, professional workspace, etc., but one where I

could study varied becomings disparate—and marked in interesting ways—from what has been
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done in our field thus far. As I engaged with writing studies scholarship, I felt both the absence
of attention to secular practice (i.e., non-believing/non-religious) and developed a growing sense
that our field could contribute to understanding secular practices. Thus, I worked out the early
research proposal with Paul Prior, a proposal predicated on The Clergy Project as a site
hypothesizing that, because members are a diverse group with varied (former) faiths and the
organization is made up of people who are (or were) practicing clergy members (in many cases
hiding their non-belief), co-researchers’ lives might offer the potential to examine marked,
deeply interesting cases of (un)becoming.

Before applying for IRB approval, I contacted Daniel Dennett and he put me in touch
with Linda LaScola (both are conductors of the original study leading to the inception of The
Clergy Project). I inquired whether TCP would work with me in my research before drafting an
application predicated on them as site. Linda interviewed me to ensure that my intentions were
well-grounded. She then connected me with TCP’s president, Lon Ostrander (introduced in the
opening vignette), who was exceptionally warm and helpful, welcoming my research from the
beginning (also becoming an active, engaged co-researcher on the project). After IRB approval,
the TCP Board approved my recruitment materials, and Lon sent them out to all members. The
materials included my informed consent form and an introductory email explicating my research,
my interest in literate activity, and ways in which those interested could contact me (see
Appendix A). I received around 60 responses in the first week. About half followed through in
the second round of contact.

The co-research for this project will continue long after my finalized dissertation has
been filed away. However, at this point, I have conducted ethnographic work with 20 co-

researchers. I consider 7 of those co-researchers as meeting my criteria for extended cases in that
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we have met between 8 and 15 times, have discussed a capacious number of text/artifacts, and

are still working together as co-researchers.

Consent

My consent documents (see Appendix B for Informed Consent and the disparate types of
additional consent protocols; see also Olinger [2020] for a discussion of ethics around
consent/recording) allow me and co-researchers a great deal of latitude in setting exactly what is
recorded, how, and how the recorded data will be used in various projects. Most of my co-
researchers agree or have agreed for their audio/video and artifacts (see below) to be used freely
in publication, presentations, etc. Some, though, are (or were at early points in co-research)
concealing non-belief from families, employers, etc., and wished to remain as anonymous as
possible. For instance, “Alex Taylor” (see Chapter 3) was limited by a faith/lifestyle agreement
she signed for her employer. She had agreed widely to uphold faith and Christian values across
her life—not just at her place of employment—and this led her to choose to allow audio-
recording only (no video), as well as the use of pseudonym!®. Only two co-researchers (Alex
included) requested pseudonyms.
Dialogic Methods for Data Collection

Interviews. My methodological tools aim to acknowledge the dialogic, emergent nature
of ethnographic work, bent toward what Stornaiuolo et al. (2017) describe as an “inquiry stance”

in which (co-)researchers follow pathways unimagined by research designs without (in the case

19 In fact, “Alex Taylor” is a pseudonym for her original pseudonym. She participated in The Clergy Project under
pseudonym and wanted to be protected further in publications such as this (and a Written Communication article
[Ware, 2022] focused on her case). She feels her parents could be easily identifiable, and those in TCP could
identify her based on the pseudonym she uses through the various fora. I only learned Alex’s real name nearly a year
into our co-research.
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of this research) assuming or predetermining particular important semiotic trajectories (beyond,
obviously, tracing trajectories toward non-belief broadly).

One primary source of data aligns with ethnographic, semi-structured interviews (Prior,
1998). I call them “sessions” because of the transformed nature of co-research. Commensurate
with my goal of creating spaces in which co-researchers are active agents in their own becoming-
with the co-research process, I argue that interview spaces need to be “broken.” Koven (2014)
argues that interviews as practices and interview ideologies can facilitate particular sets of power
dynamics between interviewer and interviewee, which can contaminate the interviews (and the
data). She encourages “scholars to consider how methodological choices may reflect and
contribute to broadly distributed ideologies and practices” (pp. 501). So, breaking the interview
means disabusing co-researchers of conditioned stances toward interviewing they may have
learned as being part of an “interview society” (Koven, 2014), and asking them to take on a
different sort of active engagement with the co-research process, at times assisting in the design
of sessions, what gets taken up, and how.

To these ends, while I enter sessions with a guide of questions I hope to ask, or a set of
themes to cover, these sorts of things are almost always co-planned with my co-researchers
beforehand. We practice this co-planning in different ways, depending on where in the research
cycle we are. For instance, we might plan at the tail end of sessions, utilizing our emergent
conversations as planning ground for what’s to come during our next session. Or, if [ have been
working on, in, or with transcriptions from our sessions (often in conjunction with artifacts
collected), I use email to propose tentative topics for our subsequent discussion for my co-
researchers to approve, alter/revise, or reject outright (which does happen) and propose their own

directions. The level of engagement regarding setting the course of sessions is obviously varied
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across my co-researchers. Some tend to go with the flow of research and rely on me to drive
what happens. However, several of my extended case co-researchers (Alex, and Joiya, for
instance, who are the focus of Chapters 3 and 4 respectively) are comfortable and motivated
enough to contact me and propose that we set times to discuss on record current developments in
their lives, artifacts they are working on, or simply peripheral thoughts that have crossed their
mind related to the themes we have been discussing.

Artifacts. At the start of co-research with each co-researcher, I began sessions by
gathering broad biographical accounts of their early lives as believers, and their pathways out of
faith up to the point of our first session. At the end of the first session, I asked all co-researchers
to talk to me a little bit about what drew them to the research project, and to talk broadly about
the types of literate activities they engage or have engaged in across their lives. Asking those
questions led to conversations about the exceptionally rich, disparate literate lives of my co-
researchers and led to the second key source of data that informs this study: the artifacts that co-
researchers were willing to share.

My Informed Consent (see Appendix B) mapped the wide array of artifacts I was
interested in collecting, ranging from texts related to co-researchers’ lives in clergy roles or their
pathways out of faith that they had written or were writing at the time, but the main consent
noted that what I count as writing is broad, including notes about readings, journal writing,
speeches/sermons, annotations or inscriptions in texts, posts to online fora, blogs, fiction, poetry,
essays, drawings, diagrams, and beyond, as I aimed for a truly semiotically-diverse set of
artifacts (which I did receive from most participants). I did not bound my cases to particular
artifacts or assume what I was looking for, but followed an inquiry stance (Stornaiuolo et al.,

2017) anticipating emergence in the research process. Emergence, Stornaiuolo et al. (2017)
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argue, can “tune researchers to the indeterminacies of meaning making across interactions” (pp.
77). Stornaiuolo et al. (2017) also offer tracing “resonance” as useful tool in an inquiry stance,
arguing that it “helps researchers address questions about how ideas, practices, symbols, objects,
and the like become ‘shared’ and circulate across spaces and times, even when they do not seem
to share direct links or traces to follow” (pp. 80-81).

Literate activities that seem completely unrelated to a trajectory of becoming might, in
dialogic semiotic analyses, play crucial roles. For instance, Lon Ostrander, President of The
Clergy Project and avid “car guy,” used to create spreadsheets tracing statistics from magazines
and publications related to vehicle performance, as pointed out in the introductory vignette.
When he joined TCP as a regular member, he thought that perhaps he should trace early on and
maintain a record of all the members of the organization. This was, of course, a useful tool for
TCP as burgeoning organization. Lon took on more responsibilities over time and is now leading
The Clergy Project (see Chapter 1). Thus, to trace resonances requires casting wide nets, and
collecting all possible traces of literate activity and related artifacts left behind—a heterogeneity
of artifacts that was a fundamental part of my dialogic methods for tracing becoming. Overall, |
have collected more than 2,000 pages of artifacts from co-researchers, spanning a number of
genres and modalities. Due to the highly idiosyncratic nature of the artifacts collected, they are
not usefully or cleanly reducible to a tabular set of typifications. Thus, I will provide tables
and/or narrative descriptions of artifact collection from individual co-researchers in the
findings/analysis sections in each chapter (i.e., Alex, in Chapter 3 has a table of artifacts; Joiya,
in Chapter 4, has a narrative description).

After the first sessions, co-researchers and I used artifacts to guide our subsequent

discussions that aligned in ways with text-based interviews (but I developed my own, intra-active
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dialogic methods for data generation described below). We also used the very transcripts |
generated out of our sessions to guide our work, and thus another key data source became the co-
research artifacts we generated. I transcribed all sessions and sent them to co-researchers for
comment—with, in some cases, varying lengths of time in between due to the busy nature of data
collection in a project of this scope. In many cases, the deeply engaged comments that I received
on transcripts from co-researchers guided subsequent sessions in ways that illustrated the
complexity and richness of these processes of co-research in comparison to more conventional
member checking. I call this phenomenon dialogic animation broadly and developed several
dialogic animation tools in this research, some of which I describe next.

Dialogic animation: eliciting richer accounts of intra-active becoming. | have
developed and refined a range of dialogic animation protocols that ask co-researchers to animate
artifacts (from their past that they have composed or not, or that they are composing) by reading
aloud, interpreting, talking about, writing about, and reflecting on them. I use the term
“animation” partly in Goffman’s (1981) sense, where animator (“sounding boxes”; p. 144) is one
role in his mapping of production formats. However, animation also involves performing
utterances and embodied stances and it signals intensity. Following my work with Paul Prior,
Julie Hengst, Bruce Kovanen, Larissa Mazuchelli, and Niki Turnipseed (unpublished
manuscript), [ use intensities here to signal not only affective dimensions of embodied activity,
but also indexical intensities (e.g., the management of multiple, laminated indexical grounds),
historical intensities (e.g., the channeling and/or redirecting of histories), and intra-actional
intensities (e.g., distributed intensities across literate activities, conversations, research practices
such as interview scenarios and other protocols, etc.) (see Chapter 4). When co-researchers

engage in dialogic animation, they are not passively reading aloud from text-artifacts; rather,
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they are engaging in complex dialogic semiosis across which new layers of sense/meaning are
made through intra-action with text-artifacts (sometimes spoken aloud, sometimes through
extensive written annotation). Dialogic animation has been central to tracing semiotic trajectories
in this research because it elicits accounts of how meanings are transformed across chronotopes
in heterochronous ways (Lemke, 2000) and how word senses, meanings, subjective senses,
lifeworld perspectives, etc., are mobile and shift along complex pathways of growth and change.
Dialogic animation can focus on diverse artifacts that have been involved in maintaining
lifeworld flows of personhood, including meaningful poems authored (or not) by a given co-
researcher, or lists of books read across a lifespan, such as those Alex shared and animated (see
Chapter 3, Table 1). Below, I describe two separate—but related—dialogic animation protocols:
Read-Aloud/Think-Aloud animations (RATAAS), sideshadowing protocols'!.

Read-aloud/think-aloud animations. del Rio and Alvarez (2007) argue that “the analysis of
spoken and written protocols...emerges as a strategic method, for the study of both directivity in
general and that of religious activity in particular” (p. 386). I add that it also facilitates a wider
scope of phenomena, such as the dialogic character of lifespan literate becomings, trajectories
and intensities around sense and meaning. I also add non-religious activity and activity that
transforms religious activity along complex pathways to their appraisal of spoken and written
protocols.

Figure 1 details the “Read-Aloud/Think-Aloud Animation” (RATAA), one dialogic

animation tool I developed. Olinger (2020) notes that when “reviewing and even reading aloud

previously written text...writers may convey their feelings about their discoursal and authorial

1 See Appendix C for the “image animation” protocol, for instance, that asks co-researchers to perform think-alouds
with images, photographs, etc., that they’ve taken. I do not narrate here because I have do not draw on analyses in
the two cases that follow, but did utilize it across other co-research cases in the wider data collection.
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selves” (p. 192). I show in later analyses how RATAAs also shed light on features around
trajectories of (un)becoming that might have remained hidden. RATAAs represent a variation on
“think-aloud” protocols, broadly understood as collecting accounts of activities as co-researchers
are engaging in those activities. Rather than focusing on concurrent cognitive composing
processes (Flower & Hayes, 1984) or read-alouds of others' texts, RATAAs are designed to elicit
features buried/crystallized in texts read by the author in the context of a study’s key questions
and growing lines of inquiry. RATAAs (and other dialogic animation practices) involve
combinations of reading-and-talking-aloud, annotation, text-based and semi-structured
interviewing, and they are aimed at seeking depth of response to probe various intensities. One
inspiration for the RATAAs came from Giltrow's (2003) use of reading-aloud protocols, where
she asked academic writers to read texts they’d written, reporting what came to mind as they
read to elicit constructs of writers’ linguistic consciousness. RATAAs were also influenced by
Prior’s (2004) call for dialogic (rather than categorical) analyses of think-aloud protocols.

Section 1.
Before we begin, I’d like to have a general talk with you about
- Your goals when writing the text
- Your context(s) for writing the text
- Your writing process(es)
Section 2.
Then, I’ll ask that you read through your text out loud. As you read, stop at any
moments when you feel you can explain more
- Your feelings in or about the text
- Meanings you see in the text
- Meanings you see differently now
- Influences present in the text (from other reading or writing, thinking or talking
with others, etc.)
- Also, any peripheral thoughts that come to mind as you read your text aloud, even
if you’re not sure why
Stop at any point if you need to refresh yourself, collect your thoughts, revisit this
list, or ask me any questions.

Figure 1. Read-Aloud/Think-Aloud Animation
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When conducting RATAAS, I review the various possibilities for what the components
might mean for co-researchers by explaining key terms and inviting questions. Then, I invite
them to talk through the general features regarding writing/writing processes (Section 1).
Following Section 1, co-researchers perform Section 2, reading-and-thinking-aloud focused on
the five components. RATAAs are opened-ended (and emergent; Stornaiuolo et al., 2017);
thinking-aloud generates conversations of varied length (ranging from single utterances to multi-
turn exchanges) before we return to the RATAA proper. My role is to be a conversational partner
and co-inquirer, not a passive listener. When co-researchers finish, I ask about features from the
second list they may not have covered, and any follow-up questions I did not raise during the
protocol. This portion of the RATAA bears a family resemblance to semi-structured interviews,
the key difference is that we often move back and forth between the text-artifact being discussed,
which can, at times lead to more reading-aloud and thinking-aloud. In this sense the RATAA
incorporates, at times, text-based-semi-structured characteristics as a versatile research method.
Because RATAAS elicit both long monologues from co-researchers as well as extended
conversations, they can take an entire session hour, depending on the length of the selected text.
When a text is simply too long (typically longer than three pages) to do a full read-aloud, we
negotiate which portions will be read aloud.

Here, I elaborate on the RATAA components in depth. Section 1 of the RATAA yields
histories of (and wider contexts for) texts and writing processes. Section 2 is geared toward types
of dialogic animation I am most interested in as the primary co-researcher:

e the category “Feelings in or about” texts invites co-researchers to animate affective
dimensions related to texts — what they felt, and what feelings the text elicits during the

animation itself;
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e the categories “Meanings...in the text” and "meanings seen differently" invites co-
researchers to animate what/how meanings are mobile, transforming across contexts
(Kell, 2015), and how such meanings — even down to the meanings at the level of the
word, as I show in Chapter 3 regarding “certainty,” can shift drastically and take on new
dimensions in/of consciousness (Vygotsky, 1987);

e the category “Influences present” helps me to trace intertextual relations (Bazerman,
2004) across other texts'?; and,

e the category “...any peripheral thoughts” invites co-researchers to articulate literally
anything that comes to mind as they are animating texts, often yielding stories that
deepen the dialogic animation.

The dialogic insights that emerge from the RATAAs have been key in tracing semiotic
(un)becoming. I understand RATAAS not as representations of stable, settled activity, but as
continuing intra-active (un)becoming processes of person and artifact through the activity.
Unlike other text-based interviewing practices, the RATAA aims to elicit accounts less centered
on researcher agendas and aligns with a dialogic semiotic approach that sees (un)becomings as
open-ended, emergent, constructive, intra-active processes.

Sideshadowing. During the first semester of my master’s program at the University of
Maine, I took a seminar in “Teaching College Composition” with Dylan Dryer. As a culminating
experience, we were asked to create our own theoretical framework in conjunction with a course
syllabus and assignment sequence that we would teach the following semester with a section of
first-year writers. In the last seminar before turning in the assignment sequence, Dryer handed us

an assignment sheet that was stapled shut, asking that we not open the prompt until we had made

12 Text here refers to any coherent complex of signs (Bakhtin, 1986), including semiotic events, encounters, or
practices not conventionally figured as textual.
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the final revisions to our course materials. When I opened the stapled assignment, I found that it
was to “sideshadow” our entire dossier of course materials. It was such an elegantly designed
assignment that I began using it with my own students. Years later, while preparing for this
dissertation research, I subsumed it into my dialogic semiotic methods for studying co-
researchers’ engagements with literate activity. All this is to say, Dryer’s assignment has its own
trajectory across multiple facets of my academic life, and some of my protocol retains language
originally drafted by Dryer.

Sideshadowing has a history in writing studies and literary criticism broadly. Morson
(1991; 1994), through analyses of Bakhtinian dialogism, developed the notion of sideshadows:

To comprehend development, to understand the moment, is to understand what else

might have resulted from it. It is to see time not under the foreshadow of an already

written future but as accompanied by...sideshadows: the other possible presents that

might have been and that might still be (1991: 1086).
Welch (1998) argued, following Morson (1994), for sideshadowing as an effective tool for
teacher response to students in the writing process. Luce-Kapler (2006) developed the notion of
the “sideshadow interview” as a qualitative research tool in research on students’ writing
processes and used it mostly in the oral interviews. As I use it, sideshadowing is distinct from the
sideshadow interview in that I ask co-researchers, following Dryer’s original assignment, to
provide the sideshadows in the form of comments on their own writing or artifacts (most often
using the comment feature in Microsoft Word).

Sideshadowing (see Appendix C) as another form of dialogic animation that I used, is
related closely to the Read-Aloud/Think-Aloud animation but affords different avenues for co-

researchers to engage in varied types of reflection, and over a more extended period (they are not
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bound by our session time). The focal instructions for the sideshadowing animation are as
follows:
Specifically, I am asking that you use the margins to unpack some of the ways in which
you see yourself attempting to make sense of thoughts and feelings in the text you
wrote, the ways in which you might be trying to create and/or maintain a particular
identity through writing, but also to account for some of the broader contexts present, if
unacknowledged (the “backstories”), in this sample of your writing. I am also asking,
when you see fit, that you account for what might have changed for you since writing the
text initially and as you animate the text now. Do new meanings come in from the side?
Are futures unimagined playing out since your writing of the text?
For dialogic animation purposes, inviting co-researchers to engage in sideshadowing works to
break open the chronotopic representations of not only histories as related to the here-and-now,
or the then-and-there of their literate activity, but other peripheral and imagined chronotopes
extant or possible. Moreover, the types of sideshadows are not limited to choices they made in
the text/artifact, instead encompassing wider dimensions such as their thoughts and feelings in
and about their text/artifact, instances where they might be creating or maintaining identities,
alongside any new meanings made from the activity, and other peripheral “shadows” that may
come in from the side during dialogic animation—*"even if they are not sure why” which I use as
an important distinction to maintain that we simply can’t always fully account for or understand
emergence.
After co-researchers have sideshadowed a text, we negotiate a time to hold another
session, during which co-researchers talk through their work, first broadly covering their

experiences with the process. Then, I ask that they walk me through the sideshadows themselves.
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It is here where sideshadows have led to exceptionally fruitful avenues for discussion of
trajectories of becoming. This practice also affords another layer of dialogic animation, as they
animate orally to me the annotations-as-animations that they made on their text/artifacts.

I use this protocol with co-researchers because, like the RATAAs described above, I find
both practices to be a way for me to embrace and embody an inquiry stance in my research on
writing. That is, rather than devising pointed questions about texts based on facets that seem
important to me, the co-researchers are active agents pointing out what is most at stake for them
in the texts/artifacts they have produced, and the unimagined avenues that sideshadowing texts
(and RATAASs) have brought co-researchers and me to have been exceptionally important in the
tracing of trajectories of semiotic becoming (e.g., the "sandbox story” in Chapter 3).

RATAA:s, sideshadowing, and dialogic animation protocols in general, help with three
main aims of my dialogic methods and analyses. First, they support dialogic openings; that is,
the open the research space to the possibilities of the what else? and what’s changed? These are
important questions in studying the re-directing of histories as emergent becoming. RATAAs,
sideshadowing, and dialogic animation broadly also open the research space to themes that may
not have surfaced in more conventional sorts of interviews. Next, RATAAs, sideshadowing, and
dialogic animations support a deepening and enrichment of data through their propensity to
surface fine-grained accounts of stories, their relationship to the artifacts being discussed, and
their relationships to the trajectories of semiotic becoming of individuals and artifacts through
the activities. Last, RATAAs, sideshadowing, and dialogic animations help uncover the
acrossness—the emergent chains of resonance between and across stories, and how those
histories are playing out in emergent becoming. I take up these three facets in both focal cases in

Chapters 3 and 4.
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Dialogic Analyses of Data

Dialogic analyses differ from but complement dialogic animation protocols in that they
continue the link between method and theory with dialogic interpretive/analytical practices.
Crucially, they also include methods for representing data in writing.

While my approach to dialogic analyses differs depending on what is emergent in
particular cases, they do include three distinct, but often overlapping phases. The three phases
often lead to the refining of my research questions for particular cases based on the emergent
trajectories of (un)becoming. The approach I developed is dialogic (see also Prior, 2004) in that
it seeks to probe the fundamentally historical nature of co-researchers’ intensities around
language and literate practices, to find resonances (Stornaiuolo et al., 2017) between them, their
talk about them, as well as any dispersed dialogic influences that surface. The three phases!?® are
also based in a holistic approach to analysis (Prior, 1998; Roozen & Erickson, 2017; Durst,
2019) and focus particularly on tracing emergent trajectories by individual case. Thus, phases 1-
3 below describe the broad pattern of how I worked with individual co-researchers’ data, with
some examples form the two focal cases in Chapters 3 and 4. Phase 1 can be summarized as
dialogic distributed transcription, phase 2 as dialogic distributed writing as analysis, and phase
3 as dialogic distributed production of documented narratives.

Phase 1

Olinger (2020) argues that a “central site for exploring the situated, co-constructed nature

of interviews is transcription,” that in “writing research...conventional transcription practices

tend to make speech resemble writing” (p. 193). Methodologically, I refer to transcribing as

13 This is true, but also not for Joiya’s case in Chapter 4. I went through phases 2 and 3 with her data several times
between 2020 and 2022, and I could not find (and still haven’t), particularly, the “best” way to convey her case in a
documented narrative.
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“transcription-as-analysis.” 1 produced full transcripts of each session, using various theoretical-
methodological tools to mark the (un)sequential nature of talk, demonstrating that talk is never
fully organized by simple turn-taking (e.g., Jefferson, 2004) and is seldom like writing (see
Appendix F for an example of transcription conventions). As noted earlier, I sent transcripts to
co-researchers as an opportunity for dialogic animation via sideshadowing. This practice went
beyond simple member checking and generated new data. Often, co-researchers produced
lengthy written responses to topics we discussed using Microsoft Word’s comment feature,
adding further dialogically animated layers to our data (e.g., see Alex’s descriptions of working
with transcriptions in Chapter 3). During this phase, I also sketched emergent, resonant “themes”
which served as broad categories around which I organized instances of talk as well as artifacts
in a “writing-as-analysis” subdocument.
Phase 2

I conceive of data as signs that are collected, organized, analyzed, and re-represented
dialogically across iterative cycles to construct new sign values (see Valsiner, 2007) as
documented narratives. Across all cases, I organized all data chronologically, creating a corpus
of transcripts from sessions in the order we had them. I also organized artifacts chronologically
by date created (roughly if hard dates were not available). At times, when it made sense, |
organized artifacts that I discussed with co-researchers right into or alongside our session
transcripts during which we discussed them, integrating artifact with data generated about the
artifact. When I did this and then sent transcripts to co-researchers, it often surfaced more
resonances than had I kept data pools separate.

Then, I analyzed the data holistically and thematically (see Roozen & Erickson, 2017,

Durst, 2019). Using the integrative features of Microsoft Word, I created a “master document”
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into which I inserted a session corpus and all artifacts collected as “subdocuments.” I worked
recursively through the transcripts and artifacts and created hyperlinks within and between
subdocuments. For instance, for Alex Taylor (see Chapter 3), the word and feeling of “certainty”
that faith once provided her emerged as important from our very first meeting, and I organized
mentions of “certainty” as a theme in a writing-as-analysis subdocument. In Joiya’s case (see
Chapter 4), I organized instances of talk and writing that I read as being directive in her
management of bipolar symptoms!4.

I note writing-as-analysis here as a fundamental part of my methods because, as writing
studies researchers, we do well to acknowledge more the fundamental role writing plays in our
own methods. With writing-as-analysis, | trace resonances (Stornaiuolo et al., 2017) across data
that are related to trajectories of semiotic (un)becoming. With various themes, then, I used
writing-as-analysis as an interpretive practice. I drafted many sections around resonances in a
writing-as-analysis subdocument connecting points in my corpus, detailing histories of emergent
themes in co-research, and connecting the description of themes to broader literature across the
fields I dialogued with. For example, with Alex’s case, through writing-as-analysis, 1 connected
the emerging analyses to literature around literate activity and Vygotskyan approaches to
sociocultural-psychology, particularly, the notion of word sense (Prior & Shipka, 2003;
Vygotsky, 1987). For Joiya’s case, I connected various points in her blog writing and in her talk
to scholarship around directivity (del Rio & Alvarez, 1995; 2007). This is an example of what I
described previously as “reflexivity of theory,” when theoretical underpinnings and
interpretations are necessarily foregrounded and backgrounded. Reflexivity of theory also

necessitates a “reflexivity of method” and “reflexivity of dialogic analysis,” and various methods

14 These do not reflect all of the themes I documented on the focal cases.
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for data collection (e.g., RATAA and/or sideshadow) and methods for dialogic analysis (e.g.,
writing-as-analysis around theme or resonance and/or writing-as-analysis as documented
narrative) are also foregrounded or backgrounded at varied points, but are, always ever engaging
with the other in dialogic interplay. Writing-as-analysis, in disparate ways, is a crucial part of
dialogic analysis (Prior, 2004) and becomes part of, or heavily informs, phase 3.
Phase 3

I continued writing-as-analysis by producing overall documented narratives (Roozen &
Erickson, 2017) of the cases, aiming to integrate and share samples of data within a narrative
account but that also allow myself and readers deeper glimpses into the data through the dialogic
interpretive analyses and through the documented claims made possible by incorporating large
segments of data directly into the narratives. Much of the analysis represented in the following
chapters is repurposed directly from my writing-as-analysis practice. Documented narratives are
intended to keep the complexity and nonlinearity of data, but also, despite those characteristics,
to represent data and analyses in legible arcs that readers can critically engage with. In phase 3, I
also share emerging manuscripts with co-researchers and offer them opportunities to engage in
further dialogic animation. For instance, Alex dialogically animated the documented narratives
of our work (the article that was eventually published in Written Communication and that is now
Chapter 3) twice using sideshadowing, and we met twice about it at different stages of the
drafting and/or revision process. Those sessions that led to richer, more precise documented
narratives now available for the wider field of writing studies!®.

Dialogic semiotic approaches to research on literate activities and trajectories of semiotic

(un)becoming are best conceptualized as a total package of theory, methodology and methods,

15 While Joiya has seen various texts in which I have drawn on our co-research data, she has not engaged in dialogic
animation of those materials for various reasons.
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and analysis procedures that can help maintain as well as manage complexity in ethnographic
research. Transcription-as-analysis (the chronological and thematic organization of data) and
writing-as-analysis at multiple scales (at the levels of theme, resonances, and the level of overall
documented narrative) serve as an integrative, dialogic semiotic method for managing and
writing up research, allowing for the zooming in on specific phenomena while also telling
broader documented narratives of semiotic (un)becoming and lifespan literate activity. These
practices are necessarily tightly woven with the dialogic semiotic theoretical synthesis and
methods for collecting data (sessions as emergent co-research, in-depth, heterogeneity of artifact
collection, and dialogic animation protocols) from which I draw. In the two cases that follow, I
employ the dialogic semiotic theory and dialogic semiotic methods that I have described across

this chapter.
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CHAPTER 3: “GOD’S ABSENCE DURING TRAUMA TOOK ITS TOLL”

Preface to the first case study

This chapter!® has undergone several transformations, and it is a pleasure to see it take its
place in the dissertation. In January 2020, I decided that I would write my talk scheduled for
CCCC 2020 based on this case; that I would then take any feedback that I got at CCCC and draw
from it to develop a manuscript to submit to Written Communication; and then that, finally, that
manuscript (published or not) would slot nicely into the dissertation as a chapter. Of course, the
pandemic happened. CCCC was mostly cancelled. But I still had all the material I generated for
the talk. Paul Prior and I decided it would be a good thing to focus on, as whether I was going to
participate in the job market in the fall of 2020 or not, it might be advantageous to have an article
manuscript at least under review. I wrote a draft of the article, Paul Prior and Kevin Roozen both
gave an exceptional amount of feedback, and I wrote 5 or 6 more drafts before submitting it to
Written Communication.

It took 17 weeks to hear back from Chad Wickman, editor at Written Communication.
The manuscript received, overall, very positive reviews. Reviewer 1 wanted a little more focus to
the manuscript and argued that there were multiple articles lurking in the guise of a single
submission. However, I argued for the complexity of the various moving parts of the manuscript,
and Chad, as editor, supported me. Reviewer 2 offered, mostly, praise and noted that they could
not wait to try read-aloud/think-aloud animations (RATAAs) in their own research. My second
draft in response to the Reviewer feedback led Chad to decide that the piece should move
forward. Chad was exceptional as an editor, acknowledging the fundamentally dialogic process

of the work of manuscript revision, and left me copious notes that I could integrate into the

16 This chapter is repurposed by from Ware (2022) with permission from Sage Journals and Written Communication.
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piece, or not. After working closely with Chad, the manuscript was slotted for a January 2022
publication in the journal.

I learned a lot about myself as a writer while moving this piece from draft to publication.
Most importantly, I learned about the sorts of writing I wanted to do with the data I had collected
for the dissertation, and how those were at odds with what dissertations typically looked like. To
these ends, I have several article manuscripts (my favorite sort of medium, currently) and/or
book chapters planned across many of the cases that are slated for after the dissertation.

I am exceptionally proud of this analysis and that it was accepted into a major journal.
For those reasons, along with having worked on the it for more than a year (and with two years
between draft and final publication, and numerous voices that have played a role in shaping the
text), I have decided to leave it mostly as it is published in Written Communication. One reason
for this is that the numerous, chronotopically dispersed voices that shaped the text are a dialogic
product of not only the role of advisor and mentor and collegial feedback that has benefited this
piece, but also the remarkably interesting role that reviewer feedback and editorial activity play
in the fundamentally dialogic processes of the production of scholarship. The two anonymous
reviewers helped me refine terminological issues that early drafts suffered from. Namely, I was
using “textual activation” a la Dorothy Smith (2005) almost interchangeably with dialogic
animation in a decidedly complicated, unnecessary way. Reviewer 2, particularly, helped me see
that I did not need to account for every dialogic influence, and that dialogic animation, as I have
conceived of it, can stand on its own as a suite of research methods that encompass textual
activation, for sure, but that expands activation or animation to other semiotic modes beyond
text. Chad’s editorial comments were, too, formative, and he helped me refine the document in

innumerable ways. Most notably, he pushed me to go deeper into nearly all the analyses of
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Alex’s talk and text. That is, in textual moments where I drew from Alex’s talk and/or text as
documented claims of becoming (or unbecoming) Chad pushed me to say more, to ground my
analyses for readers in ways that articulated clearly what motivated the use of data across the
sections of the documented narrative. And so, my dialogic analyses were distributed across the
chains of responses to reviewer and editorial feedback, and those sorts of responses became
dialogic influences on the ways in which I would later draft Chapter 4 on my work with Joiya.

There are, however, a few changes. Most obviously, I have removed the theoretical
framework, as the framework was expanded into a much more substantive version that appears
in Chapter 2. I also removed most of the methods section with some exceptions. As I make the
argument in Chapter 2, methods for studying the sorts of (un)becomings around lifespan literate
activities and psychological processes that I do in this case are necessarily emergent, adaptable,
and certain theoretical constructs and methods will necessarily be foregrounded and/or
backgrounded depending on the case. So, some of the methods particular to Alex’s case remain. I
also utilized the broad conclusions of Alex’s case from the published piece in varied ways that
made sense for the final chapter on conclusions.

Another notable change is that, since the submission of the final, now published piece I
have shifted in how I think about “unbecoming/becoming.” In the published article I utilize
“unbecoming/becoming” to show the instability of becomings and unbecomings, the makings
and unmakings that mark lifespan trajectories. However, in this chapter and dissertation entire, I
now have deferred to using “(un)becoming.” I think that this still captures the instability of
becoming and can signal makings and unmakings nicely. It also captures the addition or

becoming of consequential moments across a life, as well as moments of what seem to be
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subtraction and moments of change, loss, contradiction, etc. In the end, “(un)becoming” feels
less awkward and more in line with my sense of the concept.

While Alex and I still consider our co-research “active,” we have been on a hiatus since
early 2021. Thus, the table in the chapter (see later) that tracks our co-research sessions is
current. We have not generated any new data for the research project since my work on the
penultimate and final drafts of what came to be the Written Communication article, but we do
keep in touch and plan to pick back up on co-research in the very near future, particularly so
because Alex has all sorts of new exciting life developments that she is ready to tell me about on
the research record.

Drawing on ““‘God’s Absence During Trauma Took its Toll’: Dialogic Tracing of Literate
Activity and Lifespan Trajectories of Semiotic (Un)Becoming” published in Written
Communication volume 39, issue 1, I now present of the case study with “Alex Taylor.”
Introduction

A few decades ago in an East African country, a four-year-old North American girl, born
in Africa to missionary parents, and a boy of similar age native to the country, were playing in a
sandbox. The girl asked the boy if he knew Jesus. Terrified by his negative response, she sought
to intervene:

I remember explaining to him the whole belief system...asking him if he would like to

pray with me to have Jesus come into his heart so he didn't go to hell. And he did...I was

so excited because now my friend wasn't gonna go to hell. I ran in the house and told my
mom, “Peter just accepted Jesus, he's not going to hell!”
The little girl was Alex (a pseudonym). Alex’s entire life, long into adulthood, was

fundamentally predicated on Christianity. Yet, across a complicated trajectory of semiotic
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becoming (Prior, 2018), she lost her faith and her life changed in drastic ways. She reflected on
what we named the “sandbox story” in our subsequent discussions:

I feel bad and embarrassed...it seems so arrogant for a Caucasian person who's a

foreigner in the country, even though I was born there, to say, “hey, guess what, [ know

things that you don't know, I'm going to heaven and