Rethinking Individuals and Agents in Archaeology

world, we need to be wary of generalizations about
the nature of the individual in either the pre-modern
or modern eras. Such generalizations are useful for
laying a framework for research, but they need to
be constantly critiqued, re-evaluated and refined.
Micro-economics textbooks may assume the rational
individual and decision-maker, government bodies
may develop policies based on this principle, and
neo-liberal thinkers may argue for its universality, but
the contingency of history always undermines such
constructs as it does the meta-construct of modernity.
Indeed, this is, I believe, the argument for empirical
investigation of the (person:self:individual) made by
Knapp & van Dommelen. Western beliefs regarding
the autonomous individual have been translated into
reifying institutions and practices which, in the United
States, range from interest rate decisions made by
the Federal Reserve Board to beer advertisements on
television. The interesting question is not how this
‘structure’ contributes to a transcendental Western
individualizing ethos, but how such an ethos has been
rendered into local mores. Likewise, the challenge for
archaeologists is to develop ways of understanding the
other forms of relational networks that contributed to
the constitution of selfhood in the pre-modern era.

term was ’rapidly acquiring non-meaning’. Critiques
of agency start with the observation that individual
agency is just one form of agency (Johnson 1989;
Hodder & Hutson 2003). Thomas (2000), drawing
on Foucault, notes that the idea of the autonomous
individual exercising rational choice and free will is
a relatively recent invention, specific to modernity. He
argues that humans always carry out their projects in
the context of a concrete material world that includes
other people. Thus, it is inadequate to consider human
beings apart from the relationships in which they find
themselves. Barrett (2001) agrees, noting that agency
must include the operation of social collectives that
extend beyond the individual’s own body and lifespan. Indeed, Johannes Fabian (1994) has noted that
human acting is always acting in company. Hodder
(2004) helpfully suggests that agency, like power, is
less a thing we possess than a capacity that we exercise. With Thomas, he sees the group as forming part
of the resources used for individual agency, and thus
views group behaviour as another form of individual
agency.
McGuire & Wurst (2002) push the critique of
agency theory the farthest, from the standpoint of an
explicitly activist archaeology that seeks to engage
with the political present. They argue that theories
of individual agency in post-processual archaeology
are as ideological as the cultural systems theories
that preceded them. They identify the focus on the
individual agent as a sustaining belief of modern capitalism: capitalism depends for its survival on cultural
processes that constitute people as free and unfettered
individuals; so it works, through its cultural forms, to
universalize this historically contingent idea. Where
this ideology is internalized and taken for granted, it
obscures the oppositional nature of class groupings
and exploitation in society. It also produces the kind
of self-serving ’identity politics‘ that can fragment
and debilitate collective movements for change. Thus,
McGuire & Wurst find advocacy of individual agency
models by scholars intending to use their research to
challenge class, gender, and racial inequalities in the
modern world to be misguided and contradictory.
By embracing the logic, language, and symbolism of
individual agency, activist scholars are in fact reinforcing that which they wish to critique. By projecting
and universalizing that which is contingent, they help
to propagate existing social relations. This notion of
agency lacks transformative, emancipatory and revolutionary potential (Harvey 1973).
Alternatively — and building on McGuire &
Wurst — we can see individuals as always thoroughly
enmeshed in a web of social relations. Collective action
results from the shared consciousness or solidarity
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Agency theories in archaeology developed, in part, as
a corrective to the often bloodless models of social life
and change produced by various systems-theoretical
and other processual approaches. Their development
has been a good thing for the discipline. Agency
theories have put people back into culture along with
the cognitive factors — for instance, the frameworks
of meaning by which people assign significance to
events and things — that inform and motivate their
actions. They have moved us to think about the freedom or ’relative autonomy‘ that individuals have to
manoeuver within cultural systems and structures of
social power. They have reunited society with history.
In so doing, agency theories have rediscovered a key
insight of the older culture history approach that
dominated archaeological thinking before the advent
of processual archaeology: that the particulars of local
historical context are worth investigating for their own
sake, rather than simply serving as fodder for sweeping evolutionary narratives driven by cultural laws.
It was just a matter of time, however, before the
concept of human agency would itself come under
fire. Charles Orser (2003, 131), worried that agency
had become an ’all inclusive buzzword‘ for archaeologists, covering so many diverse human actions that the
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that defines a community of individuals. Such consciousness may be based in class, gender, ethnicity,
race, age, physical ability or some combination of
these identities. People make history as members of
social groups whose common consciousness derives
from shared existential anxieties, political interests
and social relations. To the extent that these anxieties,
interests and relations are traceable to larger forces like
global capitalism, and to the extent that community is
always a delicate relation between fluid processes of
self-identification and relatively permanent associations like that between person and nation-state (Harvey 2000, 240), archaeology needs grand narratives of
the structural and long term as well as small narratives
of lived moments (Hodder 1999, 147).
The critiques of agency noted above usefully
respond to Orser’s concern. The paper by Knapp &
van Dommelen does likewise. I appreciate Knapp &
van Dommelen’s survey of the theoretical landscape
and their call, informed by Bourdieu’s concept of
habitus, for a more flexible approach to the question of
agency. The task today — one that’s clearly identified
by Knapp & van Dommelen — is to sort out and better
theorize agency’s many variable dimensions. We need
to analyze the broad social relationships and material
conditions that produce agents with particular subjectivities, and study the social processes used within
specific cultural formations at particular moments in
time to negotiate and coordinate group behaviour and
consensus. In so doing we will be better positioned to
identify those subjectivities and collectivities in the
past that might have relevance for informing political
action in the present.

and their critics. On the one hand, there is the belief
that human beings have an essential and unchanging
nature, so that they represent entities with a range of
attributes, and, on the other, the position that ‘being
human’ is a practice - something that one does rather
than something that one is by virtue of possessing a
range of formal characteristics.
When people in the contemporary western
world use the word ’individual’, they are generally
(at least implicitly) invoking a conception of what it
is to be human which gradually emerged between the
fifteenth and seventeenth centuries ad. This image of
the person combines autonomy, agency, finitude, primordiality and irreducibility. The modern individual
is understood as a mortal instance of a trans-historic
entity (’Man’), endowed with a range of qualities
(principally reason) which constitute ‘human nature’
and which are pre-given, prior to any context of interaction. As such, individuals are irreducible and selfcontained social atoms who come together to create
collectivities through their willed action. Individuals
are the authors of their own acts, which originate in
the immaterial interior spaces of their minds, so that
thought precedes action. Yet this model of the human
is, to borrow Judith Butler’s term, a regulatory fiction, an imagined mirror in relation to which people
constitute themselves. No-one ever achieves the ideal
of ‘being the individual’, for they can never stand free
of society; they always find themselves already imbricated in social relations and condemned to use shared
linguistic concepts in order to express themselves. As
Knapp & van Dommelen rightly point out, even in the
contemporary West, human identities are multiple and
fragmented, so that in-dividuality is never complete. It
has been the achievement of philosophy, anthropology
and social history over the past century to demonstrate
that this vision of humanity is specific to a particular
place and time.
Knapp & van Dommelen complain that I persistently tend to read other people’s use of the term
‘individual’ as ’individualism’. The problem is that we
are using the language in rather different ways. It is
virtually impossible to employ the term ‘individual’
without tacitly implying the kind of personhood
referred to above. I have been very careful to distinguish between ‘the individual’ and ‘individualism’
(Thomas 2004a, 139–40): the individual is a particular
conception of what it is to be a human being, which
characterizes western modernity; individualism is a
discourse which seeks to celebrate and valorise the
individual, and which developed at a later stage, as
Lukes’s (1973) classic text details. These are distinct
phenomena, and we need the two terms to distinguish
between them. Knapp & van Dommelen seek to sub-
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Bernard Knapp & Peter van Dommelen are to be
applauded for attempting to clarify the continuing
debate on individuals and agency in archaeology.
Their intention is to seek consensus in a polarized
argument, and to establish a middle position which
places individuals into a social context. However, I
believe that in so doing they are misguided, for the
divisions of opinion that they identify are not trivial,
but grounded in fundamentally different philosophical positions. Their argument threatens to obscure
important conceptual distinctions, and to muddle the
terminology that gives us purchase on the material
that we study. The question of whether or not the term
‘individual’ is a universal one, which can be applied
to people throughout history, is lodged in the broader
confrontation between essentialist views of humanity
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