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Agency and its distribution amongst humans and non-humans is a timely issue in thinking about new approaches to learning, especially those that arise in adults’ workplace experiences, where technology, especially for information and communication, is ever more prominent. 

But care is needed, since the attribution of agency to inanimate objects is patently absurd. Current epistemological and ontological innovations by Michael Luntley (UWarwick, UK), Karen Barad (Mt Holyoke College, USA) and an argument for ‘giving artefacts a voice’ (Scott Waltz, 2004, in Educational Theory 54 (2)) are examined to show in what sense humans’ acting with things co-implicates things as ‘social actors’. Some empirical examples show how this analysis has significance for practical judgement, and the paper closes with three critical issues requiring further argument, which I hope the Conference will provide. An earlier version of this paper was given at the PESGB Conference, New College, Oxford in April 2004. 
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Introduction

Consider our relationships with everyday artefacts: we get impatient with traffic lights, automatic teller machines, and the domestic oven when the cake is baking. Sometimes they do what we want in the time we want to give to them, sometimes they do not. Information and communication technology is another prominent area where we (humans) experience non-human capacities in ways that we hope enrich and advance our competence at work, and in life in general. Indeed, the time has come to query the distinction between the human and the non-human, at least insofar as the notion of agency is concerned. My main enquiry is therefore into the notion of ‘distributed agency’, where the distribution of efficacious judgements, such as those made in the workplace, seems to implicate non-human as well as human materiality. But the implications of this enquiry go far beyond agency to quite profound ontological and epistemological considerations relating to the nature of learning, which I raise here, on the way through, as it were.

The paper is structured such that agency and practices are foregrounded, with an exploration of Luntley’s recent contributions, in the theoretical context of others’ relevant conceptual and empirical work (which is fully referenced). Then materiality is introduced, and Barad’s powerful and far-reaching analysis is outlined. Co-incidentally, and helpfully, Waltz (2004) picks up this topic from within actor network theory, and I will draw briefly on that. Two empirical examples of how we act with things follow, and the paper closes with three ‘conceptual concerns’.

Agency and Practices

Why is agency such a hot topic? Hager, in a Keynote Address to an international conference on post-compulsory education and training (2003:16), calls for the ‘refurbishment of our understanding of human learning to better account for human action in the world’. His main concern is to show how problematic the competencies debate has been, given that: ‘performance descriptors’ rarely capture the richness of human performance; ‘capabilities, abilities and skills’ are not candidates for ‘transfer’ of knowledge so much as ineluctably context-bound; and that policy and pedagogical fascination with (normally standardised) outcomes diminishes the significance of good teaching and worthwhile curricula. Hager’s over-riding concern is to direct attention to human learning processes, to the dynamism of the performativity of educative practices, and thus to the need to refurbish how we think of learning from a relational, rather than an atomistic, perspective. 

In Beckett and Hager (2002), we argue for the centrality of practical judgements, as a relational way of advancing a new epistemology of practice, one which decentres the traditional Cartesian and even Platonic epistemology which is atomistic in that it is both (a) propositional, and (b) representationalist. That is, educators have traditionally assumed that coming to ‘know’ something is to arrive at a state of the mind as evidenced in accounts of what is cognitively the case. Processes of understandings, and attention to the intentionality of the emergence of these, have not been epistemologically well regarded. The low status of the ‘tacit’, the intuitive, the reflective, the embodied, and the socially efficacious are legacies of the traditional, dualistic epistemology, which many of us are now trying to redress (Beckett 2001, Beckett and Morris 2001, Morris and Beckett 2003, Beckett and Mulcahy 2004, Beckett and Gough 2004, Beckett 2004, Hager 2004).  

In that spirit, it should be acknowledged that human agency is at the heart of a new epistemology of practice.  How do we act in the world from which we can learn? In adults’ workplaces, we bring our whole sentential selves to those actions. Michael Luntley’s Oxford paper (2003) provides a useful way in to my main enquiry: 

The expertise of the experienced class teacher consists…in possessing a repertoire of attentional skills…Thus far, that remark is just to endorse the role of perceptual knowledge in understanding expertise, and, as such the move is common. The important point concerns the status of perceptual knowledge…The model of concept possession I am promoting…is a model in which judgement comes first, grasp of general patterns second…. (p39: italics added).
He goes on to argue for the ‘coupling’ (p43) of the thinker with the object thought about, which drives the individuation of the concept: thus ‘there is no account of the conditions under which a [perceptual] demonstrative does this independently of the contribution that the ongoing attention of the thinker makes to the individuation of the demonstrative concept (p43). For Luntley, and for me, judgement has an ontological, even a lexical, priority, which has far-reaching significance for educators.

In earlier work, Luntley (1999) unpacks his ‘model of concept possession’, which he calls ‘intentional realism’:

If you are an intentional realist but do not reify content, then the constitutive task will not be committed to states characterisable independently of what they represent. An intentional realist who does not support representationalism supports externalism about content – content is not characterisable independently of that (environment) which it represents.  For such theorists, the natural world that we think about and speak about will be implicated in the constitutive phenomenology of content. (p9-10)

Under intentional realism, the world is shaped (‘constituted’) by how experiences are perceived through judgements. This is congruent with the interest Hager and Beckett separately and together have in attending to the processes of learning as these arise, and can be constructed, in adult work and life. It is through attending to what we find ourselves undergoing that humans decide how to go on. This decisional phenomenon is what is called agency, and it embraces the whole of our experiences, not merely the cognitive, and it is constituted materially, that is, in our embodiment regarded as part of the phenomenal judgement itself (its ‘externalism’). We attend to what we do, and we expect to be able to articulate why and how we have done thus-and-so. This is how agency is played out, and this is how a ‘practice’ evolves, as these articulations are peer-referenced (Beckett and Mulcahy 2004 gives conceptual and empirical evidence of this). As Luntley has it, from acts of judgements, a ‘grasp of general patterns’ emerges.

In his 2003 paper, Luntley puts what I take to be a Wittgensteinian emphasis on the act (the ‘deed’): 

Reasons are not structures that impose upon us as abstract platonic, naturalistic or sociocultural forms. They are structures and patterns of our doings. We do not drop out of the picture…We are active judges whose egocentric take on things and properties is, in tandem with the world, constitutive of our concepts. It is not the word that comes first, it is the deed.

Luntley calls this an ‘agentual model of content’ (1998: 19), and grounds it in a neo-Fregean approach, which ‘is a shift from the Cartesian spectator theory of content’:

It is the shift from a position in which content is grounded in a basic unexplained capacity of the mind to gaze upon its inner representations and imbue them with semantic power to a model in which our basic semantic categories gain their power from our ability to act on things. The thinking subject is fundamentally an agent in the world…There is a holism to our orientations and I suggest we use the concept of a practice to pick out a holistic web of orientations that bears all the systematicity of thought. (italics added)

The holism of this underpins the attentive and decisional nature of our experiences, and our human susceptibility for learning from and amidst our experiences. So far, so good. Luntley’s ‘agentual model of content’, called ‘intentional realism’ now leads us to consider how, in our practices, we act on things, or more provocatively: does intentional realism commit us to the view that things act…on us?

Agency and Materiality

Luntley’s emphasis on the deed, before the word, is echoed by Karen Barad (2003), when she begins her analysis of distributed agency with the claim that

Language has been granted too much power. The linguistic turn, the semiotic turn, the interpretative turn, the cultural turn: it seems that at every turn lately, every ‘thing’  - even materiality – is turned into a matter of language or some other form of cultural representation. (p301)

Barad wants to retrieve embodiment, but not merely human bodies, and what these bodies do. She is a ‘posthumanist’, in that she wants to decentre the humanist focus on humans, in favour of a breadth of materialities:

What is needed is a robust account of the materialisation of all bodies – ‘human’ and ‘non-human’ – and the material-discursive practices by which their different constitutions are marked…. My contribution towards the development of such an understanding is based on a philosophical account that I have been calling ‘agential realism’. Agential realism is an account of technoscientific and other practices that takes feminist, antiracist, post-structuralist, queer, Marxist, science studies, and scientific insights seriously…(p301)

Things matter, and their materiality is ontologically and epistemologically central to Barad’s analysis of agency. Her ‘agential realism’ is a ‘performative metaphysics’, in which materiality is, as she coins it, ‘intra-active’ (not ‘inter-active’), because it is causally productive of phenomena. These phenomena are not ‘things’, but are emergent and fluid relations:

The universe is agential intra-activity in its becoming. The primary ontological units are not ‘things’ but phenomena - dynamic topological reconfigurings/entanglements/relationalities/(re) articulations. And the primary semantic units are not ‘words’, but material-discursive practices through which boundaries are constituted. This dynamism is agency. Agency is not an attribute, but the ongoing reconfigurings of the world. (p318)

I read this as Barad’s focus on what Luntley calls ‘content’: her ‘intra-activity’, and his ‘deeds’give the world have the shape it does. The difference is that Luntley takes content to be the content of thought, and Barad takes content to be material-discursive (things in their sociality). 

Both are anti-representationalist, that is, they want to start with the ways actions (not things, images or ideas) are manifest in the world, so in our terms, they are serious about the dynamic, relational and episodic nature of experience. Furthermore, both are ontological realists. Barad sees material-discursive practices as ‘enacting’ the world; Luntley sees intentional practices as ‘constituting’ the world.

On these bases, then, we can conclude that agency is distributable across the performativity of humans in the world, which performativity is itself co-constituted by our materiality and our discursive (socially articulable) experience. 

To this, I surmise that Luntley would add practical (deed-driven) judgements as the intentionality that glues these experiences as ‘content’. More about intentionality shortly!

I further surmise that Barad, however, would de-centre human agency in favour of a broader distribution which opens the way for consideration of how ‘things’ are agentive. For Barad, the power of non-human entities is to be sought in the intra-activity they generate. That is to say that non-human entities co-construct ‘phenomena’, and that these are the ‘content’ of the world. In this formulation, things can ‘act’ because, even without the attribution of intentionality to them, things exert power in contributing to how the world is knowable. 

But there is a sense of intentionality that does implicate things. Earlier this year, Waltz (2004) analysed how ‘artefacts’ can be given a voice in education, drawing upon actor network theory (Latour and others), and the social studies of technology more generally. He comes in from relationality, as do Beckett and Hager (2002):

It is important to bear in mind that Latour’s theory does not treat ends as a given; they stand in relation to the work being attended to and the positions of the pertinent authors, actors, and/or observers… (p170)

Waltz argues that relations are designed in (inscribed) and grow out of (re-inscribed, de-scribed) the ‘chain of associations’, which is itself always, dependent on the actors involved, as contexts change. Thus

In such net-works, ends are relative focal points that anchor scripts – scripts that are built out of observable, performed work and the “intentions” of the participants. (p170).

I take Waltz’s ascription of “intentions” (thus punctuated) to participants, to include artefacts, in the loose sense that things co-construct actions because what they and we can do (what actions are possible) is designed and re-designed into our very beings. Indeed, he goes on:

In Latour’s version of the actor-network theory, neither pole of the dichotomy is privileged: performed actions or individual/group intentions, humans or non-humans, authors or characters, three-dimensional figures or textual ones (the material or the semiological). Occurrence historically and analytically precedes any subject/object dichotomy as the set of events from which the latter is determined. In this regard, Latour follows Heidegger, who pointed out that scientific knowledge, by embracing the mind/body dualism, inherited a pre-defined sphere of objects to study [citing ‘The Thing’ in Heidegger’s Poetry, Language, Thought]…For Heidegger, a thing is already a revealing in process. (p170)

Taken in this way, humans act with things because all participants in actions are designed and re-designed for certain sorts of reflexive ends. This conceptual analysis becomes clearer if we investigate how two things or artifacts contribute to the constitution, or co-construction, of distributed agency for two professional practitioners. 

Two Empirical Examples

1. The Pop-Up Warning.  “Julia [who is 16 years old] has come with her mother to visit her usual GP.  Her primary complaint is her frequent need to urinate.  Her mother thinks that Julia may have a urinary tract infection and need antibiotics.  After taking a history and completing a brief physical examination, Julia’s GP turns to the computer to prescribe her an antibiotic.  The computer flashes a warning that attracts everyone’s attention.  It warns everyone about the incompatibility of this antibiotic with her current medication.  It is at this point that Julia’s mother notices that her daughter has been prescribed the contraceptive pill.” (Deveny 2004)
2. The Photocopied Resignation. Principal Interview: “I remember also a difficult matter with a member of staff who was unhappy about being asked to change her job within the school, who then distributed on a photocopied form her resignation - she said she had been asked to leave but she hadn’t. She stood at the gate and distributed a letter about her total grievance to everyone in the class. The next morning when I was in assembly - in assembly you’ve got a view down to the junior school - I saw a whole bunch of parents heading up carrying pieces of paper and they were all waiting to see me and they all came over here and demanded to see me.” (unpub. data from UTS Judgement research project: see Beckett and Hager 2000)  

Both these examples centre on highly political judgements, made, on the traditional model of agency, solely by an individual – the general medical practitioner, and the school principal. Yet a distributional perspective on agency includes other people (the daughter and the mother; the aggrieved staffer and the parents), and technology, in quite specific local contexts (the medical consulting room, and two sites at the school: the principal’s office and gates/grounds). Notice also that the artifacts of the pop-up screen, and the photocopied form are not peripheral to the judgements. They are at the hub of the tensions between the private and the public experiences of the respective judgements – in fact, the key point is that, without them, the two situations would not exist. 

The pop-up screen extends the nature and import of the initial (private) judgements into public controversy, but unexpectedly so. The photocopied form does the same, and perhaps its utilisation by the aggrieved staff member was just as unexpected for the principal. In both examples, technology has co-constructed (indeed, has re-inscribed) human agency challenging the initial individualistic judgements made by the doctor and the principal, in private, and enabling the inclusion of other humans (mother and daughter; parents en masse), even if this inclusion was accomplished unwillingly, or unwittingly.  

This instantiates Barad’s ‘intra-activity’, which is an ontological claim: the workings of the doctor’s computer, and of the school’s photocopier co-construct situations (= Barad’s ‘phenomena’), which did not exist previously. These phenomenal spatio-temporal episodes (minutes, in the consulting room; overnight, at the school) are ontological primitives, containing the attentional (= Luntley’s perceptual ‘intentionality’) experiences of the humans who are present. And these experiences require human materiality: looking, seeing, talking, and walking, in a realist metaphysic.  

What can we learn about practical judgements and the distribution of agency, from these examples? For the doctor, practices of prescribing (which contain client clinical judgements) are co-constructed by others – other people, and other things – together with the doctor. Similarly, for the school principal, leadership practices (which contain staff management judgements) are co-constructed by others – other people, and other things – together with the principal. The contestability of these judgements, and the malleability of these practices should not surprise us. Everyday life is replete with these sorts of experiences, but educators have not paid these serious attention, since, under the traditional Cartesian and Platonic epistemology of practice, centred as it is on propositional knowledge underpinned by representationalist ontologies, ‘experience’ looks too much like ‘life in the swamp’ (as Donald Schön famously put it) 

But the swamp is, literally, where the action is. In an era of lifelong learning, with its concomitant vocational and adult education policy arena, innovations in learning which are problem-based, project-based, and reflection-based are emerging. What philosophers can and should do is explore certain implications for pedagogical and staff developmental and training practices, and for institutional and governmental policies, which on this topic will need to be done elsewhere. Instead, to develop the robustness of the foregoing analysis, there are three critical and open-ended concerns to which I now turn.

Conceptual Concerns

1. Individuation 

Hager (2004) raises the limitations of constructivism, with help from Phillips (1995) and Vanderstraeten (2002), and indeed the foregoing raises a limitation, even in advancing a ‘co-constructivist’ analysis. Simply put, I call it the problem of individuation. Whilst under traditional representationalist epistemology, the markers of knowing something are the possession and replication of a text, or image, or some other propositional state, under constructivism, the markers are dynamic and relational. They are to be identified by an ‘agentual model of content’ (Luntley), which starts with humanly embodied intentionality; similarly, ‘agential realism’ (Barad) starts with material-discursive ‘intra-activity’ that exists only insofar as ‘phenomena’ are created. We may ask, then: when and how are the boundaries of this agentive ontology to be individuated? Identification of constitutive co-relations of x (and identity claims that result from the firming up these co-relations) is not necessarily the same as the individuation of antecedent and consequential actions regarded as constituting x. Are actions within a few minutes, or a few metres, or by a total stranger, or involving a machine on the other side of the world individuate-ably relevant (that is, co-constructively involved), rather than merely identifiably relevant? Such a capacity to individuate antecedent and consequence would be essential as a ‘marker’ of truth claims: what did and did not contribute to the constitution of a situation, or ‘phenomenon’ would need to be set out, and unless these ‘markers’ were built in to the process of arriving at a judgement, a second order realm of judgements would be generated, setting up an infinite regress (‘judging’ what counts as leading to a judgement, which leads…ad infinitum). This more rigorous epistemological requirement – how to individuate, not merely identify, phenomena – is required to enable the logical possibility and contingent probability of false judgements.

2. Phenomena

Barad wants her ‘phenomena’ to work differently from a Kantian approach (she denies the ‘noumena’), and she also claims they are unlike ‘phenomenological’ versions, which I take it she mean those of an Husserlian nature (see 2003: fn 23). Whilst there is much merit in moving beyond both Kant and Husserl on this, since consistent anti-Cartesianism would imply a scepticism towards things and experiences ‘in themselves’, there seems instead, in both Barad’s and Luntley’s accounts of agentive realism, a reliance on a perceptually-given experience which humans have available to them (via ‘attending’, as Luntley puts it; via material ‘performativity’, as Barad puts it). In my view, anything, which smacks of ‘Given-ness’, especially as an ontological primitive, is rightly criticisable. In various ways (Beckett 2001: for adult educators; 2004 for philosophers; Beckett and Mulcahy 2004: for education policy), I have advanced this critique with the help of Wilfred Sellars’s Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind. His anti-Given ‘inferentialism’ I regard as a plausible way forward.  ‘Inferentialism’ addresses the constructivism as the expressive, emergent articulation of inferences (to one’s peer practitioners) of how and why we act as we do. In my view, ‘agentive realism’ – which is broadly the position advanced in this paper - needs a Wittgensteinian grounding in the ‘deed’ (rather than language per se) to avoid this tendency for the ‘Given’ to re-appear through the back door, after it has been ejected from the front door. As we saw earlier, Luntley is sensitive to this, and his resort to Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblances’, and his critique of rules-based approaches to practice (Luntley 2003) are further steps in the right direction. Various professional groups are amenable to this grounded ‘agentive realism’ in revitalising their own practises. For example, in Bleakely et al. (2003) judgements and the senses have a prominent role to play in the way oncologists ‘see’ cancer. Agency is triply distributed here: radiological technology acts on bodies, the patient permits the ‘picturing’, and the oncologist ‘sees’ the picture, for example, as an ‘apple-core lesion’, and judgements about treatment ensue. All three constitute the ‘intra-agential’ judgement. Expertise, and staff training, is presumably constructed around images and their articulation, but this ‘representationalism’ comes after the perception. Mapping percepts with concepts – looking for what you are seeing, and vice versa – is a ‘family resemblances’ activity, not a rule-following activity. More importantly, it is, initially, not propositional knowing. Images are involved, but they do not exist in a fixed catalogue, or library format. They are image-inable, that is, they have a phenomenal existence, and so they can come and go depending on the situation. Their representational significance is an emergent property, not a Given.

3. Imagination

It could be that Kant has more to offer on imagination and judgement, in connection with distributed agency, than was previously thought. Heath (2003: 110), in reviewing Beckett and Hager (2002), argues that:

Kant has a very rich structure for relating judgement to experience and knowledge.  Kant's position is very sophisticated for his time. He states, for instance, in the Critique of Pure Reason:

There are three subjective sources of knowledge on which rests the possibility of experience in general and the knowledge of objects –sense, imagination, and apperception.
Imagination, in the sense of the ability to bring before the mind what is not present, is here essential for the capacity for judgement about and stemming from experience.  In this account can be found the relationship between language as discourse, and context- dependent judgements that form the real-world knowledge of practice-based formal and informal learning.

It strikes me that Kant’s ‘three subjective sources’ of experiential knowledge could be developed to round out what we can call ‘agentive realism’, in that objects (‘things’) could be brought before the mind as material-discursive phenomena. This would minimise their ‘subjectivity’, but maximise their ‘objectivity’, and may go some way towards redressing the problem of individuation I raised above. Notwithstanding that, there would be one main virtue in this conceptual development: it would avoid any tendency towards a neo-Cartesian psychologism where ‘perception’ serves as de facto representationalism, based upon phenomena as ‘Given’. I think Sellars was right when he systematically campaigned against the assumption that ‘what we know first is what we know best’, and I also think he was right to regard knowing, and understanding, as the ‘communal self-correcting’ of experience. Practice is archetypically like this.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued, with help from Luntley, Barad and Waltz, how a co-constructive approach to the distribution of agency can contribute to broader epistemological and ontological considerations which arise when we try to‘refurbish’ what we mean by learning. By dealing with practices, purposes and performativity, and taking seriously the dynamic, fluid and emergent nature of experience, we can start to unveil how we act with things, and that materiality and sociality are still the best places to start to discover how ‘things’ act on other ‘things’, namely, on us.
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