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1 Introduction to Theorizing
and Analyzing Agency 1n
Second Language Learning:
Interdisciplinary Approaches

Gergana Vitanova, Elizabeth R. Miller,
Xuesong (Andy) Gao and Ping Deters

Agency Situated Historically

This book showcases how language learner agency can be understood
and researched from varying perspectives by providing, for the first time,
a collection of diverse theoretical, analytic and pedagogical approaches in
one volume. The concept of human agency has generated considerable
interest across various disciplines — philosophy, psychology, sociology and
anthropology — for some time, and this scholarly conversation regarding
how to understand humans’ capacity to act shows no signs of abating soon.
While the notions of agency and the self have always seemed inherently inter-
twined, agency has been far more difficult to define, although it has been
viewed, understandably, as one of the many facets of the self. Thus, the idea
of agency or our understanding of the nature of humans’ capacity for agency
has been, to a large extent, determined by historically influential models
that explain the nature of the self.

At least four different models of selfhood have emerged and influenced
scholars’ perspectives regarding what constitutes both subjectivity and
agency. The traditional understanding of self (for a summary, see Hermans &
Hermans-Konopka, 2010) is largely represented in myths and rituals, and
these have helped humans understand the most significant events of their
lives, such as birth and death. Body and spirit were viewed as two separate
entities in this traditional model, and the spiritual reality was viewed as the
higher one. The modernist conception of self was strongly influenced by
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2 Theorizing and Analyzing Agency in Second Language Learning

Enlightenment era perspectives, and it was marked by what Hermans and
Hermans-Konopka (2010: 87) call ‘an unprecedented autonomy’ with its dif-
ferent forms of individualism. The self was seen not only as possessing an
essential and unchanging core but also as independent and rational. Choice
and action, which have come to be closely associated with agency, form an
important component of this rational, individualistic self. For centuries, or
at least ever since Aristotle, agency has also been associated with conscious-
ness. Contemporary philosopher Korsgaard (2009), for example, illustrates
the importance of self-awareness for agency in her statement:

The identity of a person, of an agent, is not the same as the identity of
the human animal on whom the person normally supervenes. I believe
that human beings differ from the other animals in an important way.
We are self-conscious of the grounds on which we act, and therefore are
in control of them ... When you deliberately decide what sorts of effects
you will bring about in the world, you are also deliberately deciding
what sort of cause you will be. And that means you are deciding who
you are. (Korsgaard, 2009: 19)

Deliberate, conscious choices and actions that are, at the same time, intrinsi-
cally moral underlie most Western perspectives on agency. Korgsaard’s
excerpt also reflects that, for a long time, and in different disciplines, the
relationship between agency and identity has been perceived as deeply entan-
gled. Human actions and experience have occupied a central role as well.

When outlining the development of self as subject in psychology, Blasi
and Glodis (1995: 416) point out that ‘[i]n every intentional action that we
perform, in every experience that we undergo, we experience ourselves, in the
process of acting and experiencing, as related to our actions and experiences’
(emphasis in original). Psychologists see the relationship between subjects,
actions and experience as organic. Not all acts exemplify human agency;,
however. Agency requires not merely the ability to produce a change in the
world, but also that acts should be knowingly, consciously undertaken by
subjects. Thus, reflexivity has emerged as another significant component of
agency (Kogler, 2012).

In contrast, in a movement that opposed modernism and came to be
known as postmodernism, the self is viewed as decentralized and unstable.
Perhaps most importantly in terms of agency, the self appears stripped of its
personal autonomy. For instance, feminist poststructuralism (Weedon,
1997), which prefers the term subjectivity to identity and accentuates the dis-
cursive, languaged nature of selves, has been employed in applied linguistics
exactly because of its focus on how discourses offer various positions for
subjects. While there are different postmodern approaches, what character-
izes them most broadly is an understanding of the self as constituted through
language (Foucault, 1972; Lacan, 1977). Unlike the traditional or modern





