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C H A P T E R  7

Agency
Andrew Gardner

The ideas behind what is commonly referred to as 
agency theory are fundamental to everything archae-
ologists do, and yet it remains notoriously difficult 
to define. Often agency is treated as the capacity that 
all individual humans (or agents) have to actively 
shape and transform their world, with a degree of 
self-consciousness or awareness that sets them apart 
from other species. Sometimes it is defined in terms of 
the complex processes of interaction that people en-
gage in, using language and material culture, through 
which they actually put this capacity into practice. We 
can combine both of these senses if we think about 
agency as the particular kind of active involvement 
(Elliott 2001:2) that humans have in the world. “Ac-
tive” here refers to the way human action is at least 
potentially conscious and self-aware; it can therefore 
be differentiated from the way a plant moves toward 
the sunlight, for instance, which does not have this 
potential. “Involvement” refers to the fact that this 
kind of action has to happen in relation to something 
else—the physical and social world—for it really to be 
action at all (Barnes 2000:74; Macmurray 1957:88–89). 
This helps us link the idea of agency, right at the begin-
ning, with another concept, which is not so much its 
opposite as its companion: structure. Indeed, much 
of the literature concerned with agency is not just 
about the meaning of this particular idea, but about 
the problematic relationship between agents and the 
wider society of which they are a part. This society, 
composed of various institutions, organizations, and 
less tangible norms or standards of behavior, is what is 
usually meant by “structure.”

In archaeology, a focus on agency has emerged 
within post-processual archaeology, in reaction to a 
perceived bias toward structure in previous accounts 
of past behavior. A range of scholars have argued 
that culture-historical or processual studies put too 
much emphasis on cultural or environmental factors 
as determining human activities, without consider-
ing how the people themselves not only interpreted 
or responded to such factors, but actively generated 
them (Hodder 1982; Shanks and Tilley 1987). It is one 

thing to say that the people in culture X made pots in 
a certain way simply because they were members of 
culture X, and another to ask why those people made 
such pots, and what they meant. How much thought 
was given to pot design? What alternatives were avail-
able? What was the significance of maintaining a 
tradition over a period of time—and then perhaps 
of changing it? These are the kinds of questions that 
taking agency and its relation to structure seriously 
and explicitly can bring to the foreground in archaeo-
logical interpretation. In taking on this perspective, 
though, we need to be aware that there are a range 
of ways of thinking about structure and agency, and 
about their relationship, in the disciplines from which 
these concepts have been drawn. Different versions 
of the agency:structure problem have been central to 
debate not just in sociology, which most directly ad-
dresses this issue (Jenkins 2002:63; Parker 2000:6–10), 
but across the human sciences. Because past and pres-
ent archaeological theories explicitly (or implicitly) 
mirror these debates, it is necessary in the second 
part of this chapter to review the history of the idea 
of agency in some detail. Before reaching that point, 
though, it is worthwhile to consider in more depth the 
main issues at stake.

The questions asked in developing theories of 
agency are primarily ontological in character—con-
cerned with the nature of human being. What, fun-
damentally, are humans? Are we creatures with free 
and rational will, or are we the obedient followers of 
social (or genetic) programming? At the same time, 
questions of epistemology are relevant—how does the 
knowledge about agency and structure constructed by 
social scientists relate to the realities of people’s lives, 
and how does the knowledge that people—all people, 
including social scientists—have of structures affect or 
constrain their agency? These broad questions, some 
of which are of great antiquity, can be narrowed down 
to a range of key themes that have characterized, to 
varying degrees, different theories of agency and their 
development in archaeology (Dobres and Robb 2000; 
Dornan 2002):



1.  Power: agency is often associated with freedom or 
resistance (Musolf 2003:115–116). In this sense, 
a major concern of agency theory is the ability of 
humans to create meaningful lives for themselves in 
the face of material and social constraints, as well as 
the way those constraints can also become opportu-
nities to shape and transform social structures.

2.  Action: agency theory is by definition concerned 
with action, and therefore much attention has been 
given to how action is to be understood. Human 
action can be intentional and meaningful, but it can 
have unintended consequences. It can also be ha-
bitual and routine, and many have argued that such 
action is crucial to the maintenance of structure 
(Giddens 1984:60–64). Material culture, of course, 
is a vital element in human action, which is always 
embodied action—performed by and through the 
human body.

3.  Time: one of the major advantages of explicitly 
thinking about the agency:structure problem is 
that it highlights how human societies always 
exist in time. In any society, some things change 
as others stay the same, and this balance of trans-
formation and tradition requires agency—people 
choosing, deliberately or not, to keep doing things 
in this way, or to start doing them in that way. 
Different cultural understandings of time are also 
central to the way in which people perceive their 
own ability to change society (Emirbayer and 
Mische 1998).

4.  Relationships: while agency is frequently associated 
with the individual, there is an important debate 
over the viability of this atomistic view (Todo-
rov 2001). Indeed, it can be convincingly argued 
that what allows humans to fulfil their capacity 
for agency is their relationships (involvement) with 
other people and objects, which help to develop 
their sense of self-awareness by differentiation be-
tween self and different kinds of other. 

5.  Humanity: an important problem underlying all 
of the preceding themes is in what sense human 
agency can be said to be distinctively human, given 
that concepts of agency can vary cross-culturally. 
This bears directly on the political consequences 
of archaeology, anthropology, and other social sci-
ences (Wilson 1997:3). It begs questions such as, 
What do all humans have in common, and how 
important are differences in self-understanding be-
tween cultures? Do other creatures share some of 
the characteristics of human agency, and what does 
this mean for animal and human rights? 

These five themes are only one way of organizing 
the main issues of concern within agency theory, but 
hopefully they convey a sense of how wide-ranging 
and exciting this perspective is. In the next section, we 
will consider how these various strands have emerged 
historically, and how they are viewed within current 
cross-disciplinary debates, before looking at how they 
have been treated within archaeology.

THE HISTORY OF AGENCY
The task of charting the history of agency as a concept 
immediately brings us up against the fifth point listed 
above: is agency something that applies to all humans, 
or is it just one, culturally specific way of describing 
human nature? There has, even within archaeology, 
been a sustained critique of the idea of agency as 
modern and Western (Gero 2000:37–38; MacGregor 
1994:80–85; Sillar 2004; Thomas 2004:119–148). This 
will be dealt with in more detail later, but I believe 
that both of these positions are valid: there is a general 
quality of being human that can be aptly described as 
agency, but this does take different forms in different 
cultures (Mauss 1985:3). One of these forms—char-
acterized by an abstract notion of the individual—has 
developed in the West since at least the Renaissance. 
While agency theory has its origins in this modern 
tradition, it has, over time, developed the tools to 
become a more encompassing way of understanding 
human life and human action. This is partly thanks 
to the influence of ethnographic and anthropological 
studies of non-Western cultures, but partly also due 
to an appreciation that the lives of people in Western 
cultures do not actually quite fit the dominant philo-
sophical view (Gosden 2004:35). In this section, then, 
I will try to summarize the story of abstract Western 
agency, before discussing those approaches which have 
emerged with alternative perspectives.

Classical Origins
As with many other subjects, the starting point for 
philosophical discussion about free will and determi-
nacy in the Western tradition occurs in the Classical 
period. For Greek philosophers, a defining element of 
agency was responsibility. The question was whether 
humans had responsibility for their own actions, be-
ing free to choose them, or if other factors—such as 
prior events, gods, or physical forces—were account-
able. This kind of question still arises in everyday 
discourse about agency, and different schools of Greek 
thought had different answers. Aristotle, for instance, 
held a view with which many today would sympathize: 
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that at least some human actions could be defined as 
voluntary, rather than determined, and could con-
sequently be regarded with praise or blame (Irwin 
1999:225–249). This perspective therefore allowed 
for action in the sense outlined above—conscious 
and potentially chosen—and, increasingly through 
the Classical and Hellenistic periods (less so in the 
Archaic period), conceived of an embodied human 
agent with some sense of personal identity (Hirst and 
Woolley 1982:123–125; Lindenlauf 2004). There were 
still differences with modern ideas of agency, but these 
were reduced as a person’s morality began to be more 
strongly internalized in Christian thought during the 
Roman and early Medieval periods. This in turn led 
to a conceptual distinction between the inside (mind/
soul) and outside (body) of a human person that 
became central to early modern perceptions of indi-
viduality (Dumont 1985:93–113; Mauss 1985:14–20; 
Morris 1991:11; Thomas 2004:126–128). Indeed, this 
mixture of Classical and Christian thinking laid the 
foundations for the Western agent or self.

Humanism and Dualism
However, it is from the radical reinvention and devel-
opment of these ideas in Europe during the Renais-
sance and then the Enlightenment that the modern 
sense of the individual agent, and its relation to so-
ciety, has emerged. The Renaissance was partly de-
fined by the rise of humanism—the increasing belief 
that humans were unique, distinctive, and the central 
problem for scholarly study. Part of the specialness 
of humans within the universe was believed to be 
their propensity for reason and individual autonomy 
(Thomas 2004:128–130). This was elaborated in the 
Enlightenment, particularly through the philosophy 
of René Descartes, when Western thought began to 
be defined by a series of dualisms. Dualism describes 
the tendency to describe or understand the world in 
terms of pairs of opposed concepts, such as culture:
nature, mind:body, values:science, and agency:structure 
(Koerner 2004). The firm separation of an immaterial 
mind from a material body is particularly associated 
with Descartes, with the individual mind prioritized 
as the source of agency. More broadly, the idea that 
human consciousness is uniquely capable of perceiv-
ing other things created the dualism between sub-
ject and object: between the knower and that which 
is known, or between the agent who acts and the 
structure on which he acts (Giddens 1984:xx; Koerner 
2004:215–216; Morris 1991:6–14; Rozemond 1998; 
Thomas 2004:130–137). It is something of an over-

generalization but essentially true to say that Western 
thought since the Enlightenment has been built on 
either one or other pole of this dualism (i.e., empha-
sizing agency or structure), or—more importantly for 
our purposes—attempts to transcend or unite such 
dualism and find a way of integrating humans more 
fully into the social and physical world.

Within the dualist tradition, then, some schools 
of thought focus on the power of the individual as a 
free, willful, and rational being, while others stress the 
determination of individual action by social forces. 
What both have in common is an abstract notion 
of agency—a view that individuals are essentially the 
same everywhere (Thomas 2004:129, 137). While this 
idea has some merit, it needs to be tempered by an 
appreciation of the contextual variation in how hu-
mans—in all societies, including Western ones—are 
constructed as people in different ways. This is a feature 
of at least some of the approaches that try to integrate 
agency and structure in a more balanced way, but 
before we consider these it is worth citing some ex-
amples from the two main dualist traditions. A number 
of prominent theorists, including Friedrich Nietzsche 
and Sigmund Freud, have effectively argued that indi-
viduals are fundamentally isolated, and that society is a 
secondary phenomenon, the means by which competi-
tive anarchy is held at bay (Elliott 2001:46–80; Todo-
rov 2001:1–45). A better example of this individualist 
strand, though, as one that has been directly imported 
into archaeology, is rational choice theory. This influ-
ential paradigm holds that individuals are autonomous 
decision makers, exercising their agency in accordance 
with their (individual) goals and priorities, in an effort 
to optimize their success in achieving them (Abell 2000; 
Barnes 2000:17). While it can be successful in model-
ing human behavior at large or macro scales, often in 
a quantitative way, rational choice theory remains con-
troversial because it generally ignores the local—and 
often highly social—factors involved in the actions 
of real actors in real situations (Barnes 2000:50–62; 
cf. Shennan 2004). This microscale is the focus of the 
interpretative school of sociology, but again the em-
phasis here has tended to be on the role of individual 
interpretations of meaning in shaping actions (follow-
ing Max Weber; Giddens 1993:4, 2001:13–16). Though 
providing important studies of how agents do act in 
real situations (particularly in the work of Harold Gar-
finkel 1967), this approach also underplays structure 
and thus tells only half of the story. 

The same charge of partiality can be leveled at 
theories which overemphasize the social determina-
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tion of individual action, and there are many of these 
in the Western tradition. Again emphasizing those that 
have directly affected archaeology and anthropology, 
functionalism, structuralism, and poststructuralism 
are all good examples of this sociocentric side of the 
agency-structure dualism. Functionalism, closely as-
sociated with systems theory, is a development of the 
positivist strand in social thought established by Au-
guste Comte in the early nineteenth century. This sci-
entific sociology stressed parallels between the social 
and physical disciplines, and one of these was the view 
of society as an organism, or an organic system, in 
which different social institutions functioned together, 
like organs, to perpetuate the stable life of the whole 
entity. Individuals in such a scheme tend to be heavily 
determined by the rules of the system, if they figure 
at all. Other key thinkers in the functionalist/systemic 
tradition include Herbert Spencer, Emile Durkheim, 
and Talcott Parsons (Lechner 2000; Lidz 2000; Morris 
1991:232–239, 247–253; Turner 2000). Structuralism, 
with its origins in linguistics but influential in anthro-
pology, also subordinates the individual, this time 
to hidden rules of meaning and thinking that often 
have a binary character (e.g., male:female, clean:dirty). 
Poststructuralism, associated with Jacques Derrida 
and others, made the rules of meaning more flexible, 
but in so doing dispersed the individual even further, 
undermining any form of stable personal identity in a 
vision of social life as a fluid discourse (Boyne 2000; 
Elliott 2001:129–151; Morris 1991:402–409, 438–450). 
Agency, in such approaches, is largely ignored, if not 
altogether dismissed.

Relational Approaches
The dualist tradition, with agency and structure re-
garded as incompatible opposites, has therefore led 
to highly partial accounts of the social world. A more 
balanced or synthetic approach is needed to really 
get to grips with how deeply embedded agents are in 
the world, which can also then explain why they are 
capable of changing it. A range of perspectives that 
have tried to reformulate the agency:structure dual-
ism, or do away with it altogether, are available to help 
us here. From the more philosophical (rather than 
sociological) disciplines, these include pragmatism, 
Marxism, and some forms of phenomenology. While 
superficially quite distinct (and internally fractured), 
these three major schools of theory can be described 
as sharing a concern with concrete social life (Moran 
2000:393), and there are certainly close connections 
between key thinkers in each area (Goff 1980; Rosen-

thal and Bourgeois 1991). All three focus on lived 
experience and practice, and are thus amenable to cre-
ating an understanding of how agency and structure 
mesh at the level of real action, even if they have some-
times failed to exploit this potential and erred towards 
the individual (in pragmatism and phenomenology) 
or the structural (in Marxism). More recent work 
exploiting elements of all three fields is remedying this 
problem (Cohen 2000:98–105; Crossley 1996).

To sketch very briefly some significant elements 
in these traditions, Martin Heidegger and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty have offered quite distinctive takes on 
phenomenology (loosely, describing the world as it 
is experienced), but both emphasize that humans are 
always embodied, and always interpreting the world 
in which they dwell (Moran 2000:4–7, 238–239, 391). 
Thus their agency springs from their fundamental 
engagement with the world around them, not their 
detachment from it, as in individualist theories. This 
engagement is nonetheless an active relationship, 
rather than the passive determinism associated with 
sociocentric theories. American pragmatism, and par-
ticularly the work on human symbolic interaction 
stemming from the writings of George Herbert Mead 
(1934), reiterates this, but adds a clearer understanding 
of how important social relations are to the develop-
ment of self-awareness. In short, you cannot become 
aware of yourself without interacting with others, and 
agency emerges in tandem with this awareness (Mu-
solf 2003:97–198; cf. Macmurray 1957:141–144). The 
fact that this engagement happens as people do things 
together is at the core of Marxism too, but with a 
fuller appreciation of how this in turn generates social 
structure, and with it differentials in power. Indeed, 
Karl Marx encapsulated the recursive, dialectical ap-
proach to the agency:structure problem when he wrote: 
“men make their own history, but not spontaneously, 
under conditions they have chosen for themselves” 
(1983:287). This is a neat statement of the idea that 
agents always have power, yet always operate within 
constraints.

These three well-established traditions offer, in 
their own ways, a view of the human world in which 
agency and structure are intimately related in action, 
or practice, and this also allows them to offer a way to 
account for cultural variation in how both agency and 
structure are understood. More recent social theory 
has drawn on these ideas, among others, in proposing 
even more explicit attempts to overcome the agency:
structure dualism. The approach which has been most 
influential in archaeological discussions of agency is 
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structuration, which seeks to replace the dualism with 
a duality—an interwoven and complementary pair of 
ideas, rather than a dichotomy (Wenger 1998:47–48, 
66–71; cf. Gardner 2004a; Parker 2000). The most 
prominent theorist, from a sociological background, 
associated with such an approach is Anthony Giddens. 
While exploiting some of the ideas just discussed, as 
well as elements of structuralism, Giddens has charted 
an original path in laying out his structuration theory, 
which connects agency and structure in a strongly 
recursive way (1979, 1984, 1993). His notion of the 
duality of structure makes the actions or practices of 
agents—particularly those that are routine—squarely 
responsible for the reproduction of social structures 
over time, while accepting that these actions them-
selves depend on structural conditions and rules. 
Structuration refers to this recursivity as a process 
over time.

This approach has been criticized from a number of 
positions, including one confusingly labelled as ana-
lytical dualist (Archer 1995, 1996, 2000; cf. Mouzelis 
1995; Parker 2000:69–125). Margaret Archer argues 
that duality of structure muddies the waters, and that 
agency and structure must be firmly separated for 
analytical purposes, even if philosophically they are 
regarded as parts of a whole, so that their relationships 
can be studied (Archer 1995:132–134, 165–170; 1996:
xvi). The distinction being made here may appear ex-
cessively subtle, and does seem to be as much rhetori-
cal as substantial; certainly Giddens is untroubled by 
such quibbling (Giddens 1993:2–8; Giddens and Pier-
son 1998:85–86; cf. Cohen 1989:18), and the analytical 
separation does seem rather artificially maintained 
in Archer’s key work on agency (2000; cf. Benton 
2001). Moving beyond this argument, a major charge 
against Giddens is that his preference for grand theo-
rizing leads him to neglect the notion that agency and 
structure might be understood in different ways in 
different cultural contexts, and that these need to be 
considered when studying those contexts (Bryant and 
Jary 2001a:34; Loyal 2003:174–186). This is not en-
tirely fair, particularly as his theory is mainly directed 
at the modern West. In any case, structuration theory 
has still been highly influential and productive (Joas 
1993:172–173) because—as we will see in archaeo-
logical contexts—it lends itself to development and 
adaptation.

The other social theorist that can be labeled as 
structurationist is Pierre Bourdieu. Though he does 
not use this word and comes from a more anthropo-
logical background than Giddens, he has also tried to 

unite agency and structure in a single framework, that 
of the habitus (1977, 1990). This is Bourdieu’s term 
for the shared cultural dispositions within a particular 
social group, which both constrain and enable action. 
His theoretical work is based firmly on empirical stud-
ies of how people’s practices, such as their inhabitation 
of domestic space (Bourdieu 1970), relate to social 
structures. This ethnographic dimension, combined 
with his appreciation of how these structures can em-
power people in different ways according to their sta-
tus, makes Bourdieu’s approach attractive. It certainly 
has the potential to be sensitive to cultural variation, 
though it has also been criticized for not breaking far 
enough away from structuralism, with its emphasis on 
the rules which constrain agency, rather than on the 
potential for transformation (Dornan 2002:305–307; 
Jenkins 1992:91–99). Even so, and as with Giddens, 
Bourdieu’s approach has been very influential, in ar-
chaeology as elsewhere, and in the next section we will 
see how it works in practice.

In this section, we have selectively explored the 
long, convoluted history of agency as a part of theo-
retical discourse in the West. We have seen that it is 
an attempt to capture a major part of human experi-
ence, encompassing self-consciousness and purposive 
action, but that this has often been attached purely 
to individuals, in opposition to society. Most major 
schools of thought in Western philosophy, sociology, 
and anthropology have favored one or other of these 
opposed concepts, and in so doing reinforced two of 
the defining stereotypes of Western culture—the en-
trepreneurial free spirit and the faceless bureaucracy. 
These do scant justice to the experiences of real people 
in Western culture, let alone to alternative definitions 
of the individual revealed in ethnographic research, 
where selves often seem to have a much more em-
bedded character (Cohen 1994; La Fontaine 1985; 
Strathern 1988; Wenger 1998). Fortunately, there are 
other traditions in modern thought which have tried 
to break this dualism by combining and interrelating 
agency and structure, and these offer more flexible 
ways of understanding both the commonality and the 
diversity of human culture. Within such approaches, 
agency can indeed be conceived as the active quality 
of human life, but that which is possessed only by 
individual humans insofar as they are part of social re-
lationships, temporal processes, and a material world. 
The way these connections are constructed varies from 
culture to culture, and so the importance of agency as 
a paradigm in archaeology is not simply to do with 
finding the individual but with finding out how past 
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people engaged with their world—in short, how they 
experienced life. Since this is surely fundamental to the 
whole purpose of archaeology, we will examine in the 
next section how well the use of agency theory in our 
field has achieved this goal.

AGENCY IN ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH
It is probably fair to say that every school of thought 
within archaeological theory—from culture history, 
through processualism and post-processualism—has 
had some position on the problem of agency, even 
if it has not been explicitly articulated. Culture his-
tory, for instance, with its emphasis on norms within 
societies, and invasions and migrations as mecha-
nisms of change, had little place for individuals (unless 
they were great leaders). Functionalism and systems 
theory, already considered above, were characteristic 
of processual archaeology, while structuralism and 
poststructuralism were important influences on early 
post-processual archaeologists. It is not, therefore, un-
til some of the other strands of post-processualism, 
such as neo-Marxism and gender theory, began to 
have an impact that an interest in looking for agency 
became an overt concern (Chapman 2003:64–68; 
Dobres and Robb 2000:6–8; Johnson 1999:104–105; 
Shanks and Tilley 1987). The works of Giddens and 
Bourdieu were seized on by many archaeologists pur-
suing this agenda, and now when people refer to 
agency theory in archaeology they often mean an 
approach which draws on one or other of these social 
theorists (Dornan 2002; Gardner 2004a). However, 
given the diversity of archaeological theory, and of the 
interdisciplinary perspectives upon agency discussed 
in the last section, it should come as no surprise that 
there is confusion not just about what agency means, 
but also about what the implications of considering it 
are for archaeology. Following the typology of ideas 
developed in the previous section can help us here. 
We can ignore, for our immediate purposes, those ar-
chaeological works which have an overtly sociocentric 
perspective that minimizes agency and focus on the 
other two main trends in which it is considered—in-
dividualist and relational. 

Archaeologies of the Individual
At the extreme end of the spectrum of approaches 
applying a broadly individualist view of agency in 
archaeology comes a theory we have met before: ra-
tional choice. James Bell (1992), for example, adopts a 
methodological individualist position, which explains 
all social phenomena in terms of the actions and deci-

sions of individuals, or the unintended consequences 
thereof. This is problematic for a number of reasons. 
On a general level, it excludes the interactional foun-
dations of individual action, as already mentioned. 
On a more specific level, in reference to the prehis-
toric material that Bell focuses on, it unnecessarily 
restricts what can actually be said. As Jennifer Dornan 
(2002:312) points out, from this starting point the 
only individual actions that can be explored in the 
prehistoric archaeological record are actually those 
which are widely repeated—shared—and which can 
be ascribed to a fairly uniform instrumental rational-
ity, rather than understood in terms of past meaning. 
This is exactly the kind of rationality that rational 
choice theory trades in: the optimising achievement of 
goals, which, in prehistory, we might expect to include 
subsistence and shelter. But can we assume that this 
is the kind of rationality that people always possess? 
And if we could, would this tell us anything new or 
interesting about the past? This is the crux of the con-
troversy over rational choice models of agency, which 
are also manifest in agent-based computer simulations 
of past human behavior (O’Sullivan and Haklay 2000; 
see Bentley and Maschner, chapter 15; Costopoulos, 
chapter 16). While the relational approach would tend 
to argue that we cannot make this assumption, for 
reasons already mentioned (Thomas 2004:174-201), 
this perspective can be defended as demonstrably ac-
counting for broad-scale patterning, if not for how 
past people interpreted and understood the actions 
that led to such patterning (Shennan 2004; cf. Clark 
2000; Cowgill 2000; Jordan 2004; Lake 2004; Mithen 
1989).

This approach to agency does address some of our 
questions about past life, therefore, but by no means 
all—and this is a characteristic of the way dualism 
leads to lopsided accounts of human experience. The 
problem Bell had with addressing the more meaning-
ful part of agency is only really a problem when one 
begins from the methodological individualist starting 
point (Johnson 2004:244; cf. Morris 2004:62). The 
reason it is hard to find agency when it is defined in 
this way is that such individuals have never existed, 
except as abstractions. Individuals only exist in rela-
tion to a physical and social world, and it is in the rela-
tionships that agency is manifested (Dobres 2000:142). 
This point is also missed in another rational actor 
approach, advocated by Kent Flannery (1999). In this 
study, Flannery examines the way individuals in a 
range of societies seek to gain prestige and leadership. 
As well as employing a questionable approach to ratio-
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nality in explaining the rise of such individuals, Flan-
nery repeats Bell’s mistake of assuming that agents 
= (archaeologically/historically visible) individuals. 
There are, however, some archaeological approaches 
which, while still erring on the side of the individual, 
do take consideration of relational issues.

The most conspicuous of these is that pursued by 
Ian Hodder (2000). Hodder is well aware of the range 
of relational approaches out there, but chooses to fo-
cus on the microscale of the intentional actions of real 
individuals, such as the Alpine Ice Man and a person 
buried in a building in Çatalhöyük. He does this be-
cause he believes there is a danger in approaches such 
as phenomenology and structuration theory that the 
individual becomes too generic or too determined by 
structure (2000:22–29; Hodder and Hutson 2003:99–
105). While this can indeed happen, to focus exclu-
sively on individual narratives also risks marginalizing 
the connections that are important, and thus the par-
ticular kind of individuality that may be at work in 
any particular context (Thomas 2004:144–146). The 
balance is quite a difficult one to maintain, and to 
some extent Hodder is only included in this section 
because he has tried to—as he sees it—restore indi-
vidual agency and intentionality to its place in that 
balance, rather than because he has distorted it in 
a genuinely individualist direction. Nonetheless, his 
insisting on agency as a characteristic of individu-
als without acknowledging that this can really only 
emerge in relations with others, is problematic (cf. 
Johnson 2000). Equally so is his emphasis on very rare 
windows into the past, based on the recovery of highly 
detailed burial evidence of individual bodies (Hodder 
2000:30–31; cf. Dornan 2002:311). In contrast, as we 
will now see, social agency is everywhere.

Agency in Relationships
As indicated above, there are a number of different tra-
ditions which take an integrated, relational approach 
to the agency:structure problematic and, with typical 
eclecticism, archaeologists have drawn on these in 
varied and interesting ways. One position which at-
tempts to do away with the established arguments 
about agency and structure, and even this kind of ter-
minology, is the Heideggerian approach most widely 
championed by Julian Thomas (1996, 2000, 2004). 
In arguing for an understanding of humanity which 
is sensitive to different ways of being human—that 
is, different perceptions of the roles and relation-
ships of persons—Thomas builds on Heidegger’s 
(1962) insight that human beings are, characteristi-

cally, “embodied and relational interpreting beings” 
(Thomas 2004:187), who are thoroughly embedded in 
a world full of meaning. Agency, in this view, becomes 
highly social, though still partly defined in relation 
to a uniquely human level of consciousness (Thomas 
2004:184, 192; cf. Ingold 2000:46–47, 102–104). 
This kind of phenomenological perspective, filtered 
through the poststructuralist work of Judith Butler, 
has also been pursued by Chris Fowler (2002, 2004) in 
a study of the Neolithic on the Isle of Man in the Irish 
Sea (Clough 2000; Thomas 2004:214–218). Fowler 
demonstrates that recurrent depositional practices, in 
which human bodies and other objects are mixed 
and dispersed within sites, offer evidence of different 
ideas of personhood and agency than those familiar 
to us now, specifically ones which are much less in-
dividualistic. There is a danger in this approach of 
oversocializing agency and dissolving it into structure 
(Tarlow 2000). Nonetheless, this is a good example of 
the utility of relational approaches to agency in open-
ing up interpretations of how past people may have 
understood themselves in different ways to us.

Both of these remarks can also be made in regard 
to some Marxist archaeological studies (see McGuire, 
chapter 6). Marxism is a classic example of a school 
of thought which has many different factions, and 
some Marxist approaches have been criticized—both 
within archaeology and more generally—for having a 
very sociocentric approach in which agency gets lost 
among the economic or ideological forces of history 
(Bell 1992:33–36). Nonetheless, Marx’s early writings 
contain key ideas on practices, and a more dialectical 
account of the relationship between agency and struc-
ture. Dialectics, like Giddens’s duality, is an attempt to 
balance and interrelate the poles of a dualism, treating 
two ideas as mutually constitutive parts of a whole. 
The difference is that, whereas a duality is supposed to 
be complementary, in a dialectic there is the potential 
for contradiction. A classic example is the connection 
between master and slave: you cannot have (or be) one 
without the other, but there is always a tension between 
them due to their inequality (McGuire 2002:248–249). 
Nonetheless, the relational element is strong in this 
framework, and it is comprised by relationships of 
power. An example is provided by Randall McGuire’s 
study of the Hohokam site at La Ciduad in Arizona 
(McGuire 2002:179–212). Analysis of domestic and 
burial evidence, dating from the ninth to eleventh 
centuries a.d., revealed competition between different 
individuals and their extended families. At some times 
this competition was concealed by subservience to an 
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egalitarian ideology; at others it was more openly ma-
nipulated by particular people. The interplay between 
agency and structure thus developed over time.

Another important strand in archaeological work 
involving relational ideas of agency draws specifically 
on Giddens’s structuration theory. The leading scholar 
in this endeavor has been John Barrett (1994, 2000, 
2001), who has the distinction of being one of the 
few archaeologists to be referenced by social theorists 
(Bryant and Jary 2001b:48)—the traffic in ideas is 
usually (and regrettably) only one way. Barrett em-
phasizes that “the study of agency is not the study 
of individuals per se” (2000:61), but should rather 
be concerned with how agency is formed in specific 
contexts. What Barrett takes from Giddens is an inter-
est in how such agency both inhabits structure—de-
fined as the particular institutional, technological, and 
symbolic frameworks (or structural conditions) that 
shape agency in particular ways—and also creates it, as 
knowledgeable agents actively maintain or transform 
such conditions (thus generating structural principles) 
(Barrett 2000:65–66; 2001:149–162). This process of 
structuration hinges on people’s activities—or prac-
tices—and these are very amenable to archaeological 
interpretation, as a range of more case study-driven 
contributions are increasingly revealing. Examples 
which take Giddens’s work as their point of departure 
include Arthur Joyce’s (2000) account of the founda-
tion of Monte Albán in the Valley of Oaxaca (Mexico) 
in around 500 b.c. Here Joyce challenges a somewhat 
abstract, systemic view of the reasons for this event 
in terms of competition between polities, and instead 
uses iconographic, architectural, and burial evidence 
to write a more nuanced account which is sensitive to 
the actions of people at all levels of society. Through 
changes charted particularly in ritual practices, Joyce 
interprets the new kind of community that Monte Al-
bán represented in terms of struggle and negotiation 
between commoners and elites.

A key tenet of structuration theory is that small-
scale actions have unintended consequences that can 
either perpetuate or change society (Giddens 1984:9–
14), and this is something that comes out in Joyce’s 
study, as well as in my own work on how the changing 
practices of soldiers serving the later Roman state con-
tributed to the decentralization of the empire (Gard-
ner 2002; cf. Joyce 2004). Using structuration theory is 
thus partly about balancing small-scale and large-scale 
processes in our accounts of the past through the me-
dium of practice. Pierre Bourdieu’s anthropologically 
informed account of the latter concept is regularly 

cited by archaeologists who are drawing primarily 
on Giddens’s work (Barrett 2001:151–153), and the 
same is true in reverse—even though neither Giddens 
or Bourdieu have ever referred much to each other 
(Parker 2000:39). Examples of archaeological work 
which rely more on Bourdieu to describe networks of 
practices (habitus) and their role in social reproduc-
tion include Pauketat’s (2000) discussion of pre-Co-
lumbian mounds in the Mississippi valley. In this case, 
the accommodation of innovations in monument 
construction with traditional ritual practices allowed 
social inequality to be created with the active partici-
pation of those who would end up being oppressed. 
This emphasizes that agency is not always about re-
sistance, as even the maintenance of the social status 
quo requires that people are acting in particular ways. 
Other discussions of the utility of Bourdieu’s work 
in archaeology include accounts of the role of ha-
bitual practices in colonial contact situations in North 
America (Loren 2001) and more generally in the con-
struction of ethnicities (Jones 1997). The rich vein of 
social theory provided by Giddens and Bourdieu will 
doubtless continue to be exploited by archaeologists 
for some time to come.

Other scholars have tried to reach a more explicitly 
contextual definition of the concept of agency, often 
in relation to identities. Such approaches are usu-
ally based—whether sympathetically or critically—on 
Giddens or Bourdieu, but also take onboard both 
other strands of social theory and a full appreciation 
of the important social dynamics in the particular 
context they are focusing on. For example, in Mat-
thew Johnson’s (2000:213) analysis of social change 
in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century England, he ac-
cepts the broadly Giddensian point that “agency . . . 
only exists in a dialectical relationship to structure” 
but goes on to argue that theories of agency should 
not be too generalized. Rather, they should be histori-
cized—developed in relation to a particular time and 
place. In Renaissance England, individual identity was 
becoming more prominent, with decreasing emphasis 
on social ties. Johnson charts this process—using ar-
chitectural and documentary evidence—through the 
lives of two specific elite male individuals. He shows 
how they created, but also responded to, shifting ex-
pectations of the relationships between power, status, 
and gender, which, by the seventeenth century, left 
such people more individually exposed to praise as 
well as shame. Another example, from a rather dif-
ferent context, is provided by Lynn Meskell’s (1999) 
work on New Kingdom Egypt. Meskell charts the lives 
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of Egyptian individuals—without being individual-
ist (Thomas 2004:122, 140–145)—through their gen-
dered and embodied identities. By engaging critically 
with writers like Giddens, such work shows that, far 
from being futile, grand social theories provide useful 
points of departure for archaeologists to refine. They 
can then be of real use in helping us to write new ac-
counts of the past.

To round up this discussion of broadly relational 
approaches to agency in archaeology, we can examine 
some studies which focus very closely on artefacts. 
Material culture certainly plays an important role in 
defining the sense of self-awareness that characterises 
human agents (Gardner 2003), but some recent work 
has suggested that artefacts themselves can be said to 
have agency (Gell 1998; Latour 2000; Urry 2000:77–79, 
168–172). From an everyday perspective, objects can 
indeed seem to act on us when resisting our inten-
tions, and in many cultures—including our own—this 
can be interpreted as symptomatic of some inner 
volition (cf. Sillar 2004). On a theoretical level, some 
scholars have taken this idea to a relational extreme, 
and portray the social world as a network of actors, 
human and nonhuman, with agency only arising from 
their interactions (Law and Hassard 1999). People 
clearly do have a complex relationship with artefacts, 
and could not be said to be agents without them (or 
indeed without other people). Nonetheless, there are 
dangers in entirely detaching the idea of agency from 
the capacities of embodied humans, particularly with 
regard to how we decide on issues of rights and re-
sponsibilities. Indeed, the same caution should apply 
to ascribing agency too literally or casually to social 
groups, something I have done myself in the past 
(Giddens 1984:220–221; Handley and Schadla-Hall 
2004; Jenkins 2004:81; Macmurray 1957:116–117; cf. 
Dobres 2000:133; Gardner 2004b:43; Jones 2002:176–
177). This does not preclude consideration of how 
people in different cultural contexts attribute agency, 
nor a pragmatic appreciation that such attributions 
can be socially real—having real consequences for 
people’s lives. Another strongly artifact-based ap-
proach shows how people materialize their agency in 
various ways, through the careful analysis of the steps 
they take in producing objects (Dobres 2000). This 
technological choices approach has developed from 
an anthropological background, but can be applied to 
everything from hand axes to high-speed trains (Lem-
onnier 1993), and has the potential to expose the dif-
ferent ways in which toolmakers relate to established 
traditions (Gravina 2004). As with the other relational 

perspectives discussed in this section, the emphasis on 
social practice is compatible with archaeological data, 
and promises to take interpretation of that data in ex-
citing directions. In the final section of this chapter, I 
will elaborate on what these directions might be.

WHERE IS AGENCY TAKING ARCHAEOLOGY?
In a review of archaeological studies which claimed 
to use agency theory published fifteen years ago, Mat-
thew Johnson (1989) noted some distance between 
the statements being made and the actual impact of 
this perspective on the work being done. The range 
of research discussed in the previous section suggests 
that this situation is changing, and that in this respect 
agency theory is coming of age in archaeology. This 
means that it is not just a trendy catchphrase, but a se-
rious issue that, having always been implicitly present 
in archaeological interpretation, cannot be ignored 
once explicitly recognized. This recognition having 
been achieved, the process of thinking through the 
concept continues. There are a number of ways of do-
ing this, which accounts for the definitional confusion 
noted at the beginning of this chapter. As we have seen, 
there are subtly different approaches to relating agency 
and structure (Giddens, Bourdieu, Archer), as well as 
other perspectives which try to entirely rephrase the 
terms in which this problem is expressed (Heidegger). 
While some of these variations have yet to be pursued 
in archaeology (pragmatism; cf. Richardson 1989), 
others have been very influential, and the divisions 
between them have fostered a great deal of worthwhile 
debate (papers in Dobres and Robb 2000; Gardner 
2004). This has raised some vital points—that the 
gender, embodiment, and materiality of agents are 
underemphasized by Giddens, for example (Meskell 
1999:25–26; Sørensen 2000:63–70). From this debate, 
though, one point of consensus emerges: that agency is 
social and relational, and therefore situational.

Whether one talks about agents in terms of their 
being-in-the-world (Thomas 2004:147, 216), or in 
terms of the duality of structure (Barrett 2001:162), 
the most successful approaches to understanding past 
human life worlds have been those that do talk about 
how agency is a human characteristic, but not purely 
an individual one. In other words, I would argue 
that agency—defined as active involvement—can be 
seen both as a capacity or quality of being human 
and as a process or relationship of engagement with 
a social and material world. This means that there is 
no agency without individual humans, who have a 
distinctively active, embodied consciousness, but that 
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equally there can be no autonomous agent, as this 
active consciousness can only really develop through 
interaction (fundamentally binding agency to struc-
ture). This double definition of agency derives from 
the nature of action (or practice/praxis), which must 
be done by an agent in (and on) a context (Giddens 
1979:55; 1984:9; cf. Shalin 2000:339). Focusing on 
one or other of these modes of agency can produce 
results, as we saw with rational choice models, but they 
will be necessarily partial accounts of any particular 
social reality. In practice, accepting both viewpoints 
(that agency is being and doing) is what most of the 
relational approaches discussed above do, even if they 
dismiss the idea of agency as a property that all hu-
mans possess. Thomas (2004:147–148), for example, 
wants to move away from this humanist notion, and 
embrace other humans on the basis of their differ-
ence; he does not, however, define on what basis he 
retains use of the word “human.” Human similarity 
can be acknowledged in contrast to other species—the 
division between archaeology and paleontology, while 
overlapping, does have some significance. At the same 
time, though, we can study human difference, even as 
this involves the emergence of different experiences 
and conceptions of agency in social interaction—and 
therefore of what it means to be human.

Archaeological interpretations which explicitly ad-
dress agency, then, are about the way that past human 
beings acted in particular contexts. This necessarily 
involves thinking about their experiences of acting—
and thus their views of agency—and how this action, 
implicitly or explicitly, shaped the structural context 
in which they lived. At the same time, it involves think-
ing about how this structural context fed back in the 
opposite direction, right through to the actors’ experi-
ences of agency. Our attempts to understand all of this 
in the language used here may well be at variance with 
actors’ own accounts of their lives and experiences—if 
we could talk to them—but this is the inevitable dou-
ble hermeneutic (Giddens 1984:284; or, for Shanks 
and Tilley, the fourfold hermeneutic; 1992:107–108), 
within which social scientists operate: the worldviews 
of the analysts and of those analyzed. We can only 
profit by translating between these frames of reference 
and interpretation.

The approach just outlined facilitates this by ac-
cepting that while we are studying human—rather 
than geological—pasts for a reason, we are very much 
interested in the different ways in which human re-
lationships are formed, in turn forming humans in 
a range of ways. From the examples discussed in the 

previous section, this encompasses questions such as, 
How did Neolithic burial practices shape the relations 
between people in life? Were these practices created by 
a small group, or more widely agreed? In what ways 
were individual men in the Renaissance powerful and 
independent, and how was this tempered by obedience 
to social conventions? Was Roman culture adopted in 
northwestern Europe because a few indigenous nobles 
took a lead and made it fashionable, or was it en-
couraged by Roman administrators and perhaps then 
resisted by local people? How did Roman soldiers con-
struct their sense of themselves in relation to their fam-
ilies, their unit, the Roman Empire, and the gods, and 
how did the practices they pursued in relation to one 
of these contexts affect the others? At a more abstract 
level, the questions asked by a relational approach to 
agency include both the specific—who made this ar-
tefact, and how was it used?—and the general—how 
did these people understand their world, and how (if 
at all) did they distinguish their own existence within 
that world? The point of asking such questions is both 
to understand more fully the past contexts in which we 
are interested, and (Baert 1992:144–145) to contribute 
to the way human life is pursued in the present. 

Indeed, the key point on which to close is that more 
contextual studies of the relationship between agency 
and structure are needed to drive archaeology forward 
as a social science (Johnson 2004). No one general the-
ory is perfect—including my attempt at synthesis out-
lined above—and, partly as a result of this, arguments 
at such a level have become somewhat redundant. An 
example of this is the way that Giddens has been criti-
cized for making his agents both too autonomous and 
too dependent (McGuire 2002:134; Meskell 1999:25). 
This seems a bit unfair, and arises from the persistence 
of a dualist mind-set, which always seeks to ask, Which 
is more important: agency or structure? The relational 
answer is both. The relational approach has been widely 
accepted, at least in its broad principles, and our task 
now is to explore how the relationship works in different 
contexts. By understanding archaeological material in 
terms of the practices in which it was once involved, we 
can begin to tease out a range of particular configura-
tions of agency and structure—in other words, how past 
humans engaged with their worlds. In thus opening up 
the variation as well as the similarity of human beings, 
we will have something of value to offer the present.
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