Agency Lecture Handout

Lecture Handout: Agency

1. Who makes history?
a. In the 19th century many historians suggested that history was driven by ‘great men’: political and military leaders or inventive geniuses.
b. An alternative vision was put forward by Karl Marx, which saw class struggle and the mode of production (economic base) as the engine of history.
c. Marx himself offered a fairly nuanced account of ‘historical materialism’, but many subsequent Marxists promoted a more economically determinist account of historical change.

2. EP Thompson picked up on this more nuanced Marxist approach, and foregrounded working-class agency.
a. Thompson left the Communist Party in 1956 and was a leading figure in the New Left.
b. Thompson challenged Stalinist/economically determinist models of history.
c. Thompson’s concept of agency was generative for feminist history and histories of the global South/postcolonial world, especially Subaltern Studies.

3. Feminist theories of agency and history
a. The question of agency is particularly important to feminists because of how throughout history women have been told that they couldn’t determine the course of their own lives and didn’t shape history.
b. Lynette Russell’s ‘“Dirty Domestics and Worse Cooks”’ argues that aboriginal women in 19th-century southern Australia were still able to enact agency under extremely restrictive and oppressive conditions.
c. Lynette Russell, like many other feminist historians, redefines what counts as agency. Feminists therefore shaped and was shaped by poststructuralist attention to ‘micropolitics’.

4. However, increasingly some historians have identified problems with an over-emphasis on agency.
a. Does it downplay the power and violence of structural forces and social domination?
b. Is it enough to celebrate agency in and of itself? What about when agency is enacted to shore up oppressive power structures?
c. Is agency a western/capitalist/individualist concept?

5. A return to structure over agency?
a. The ‘new history of capitalism’.
b. Environmental history, sometimes inspired by theories of ‘post-human agency’ or ‘vitalist materialisms’.
c. But what happens to the people? What is lost by a turn away from agency?
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