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What Is Agency?!

Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische
New School for Social Research

This article aims (1) to analytically disaggregate agency into its sev-
eral component elements (though these are interrelated empirically),
(2) to demonstrate the ways in which these agentic dimensions inter-
penetrate with forms of structure, and (3) to point out the implica-
tions of such a conception of agency for empirical research. The au-
thors conceptualize agency as a temporally embedded process of
social engagement, informed by the past (in its “iterational” or habit-
ual aspect) but also oriented toward the future (as a “projective”
capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present
(as a “practical-evaluative” capacity to contextualize past habits and
future projects within the contingencies of the moment).

The concept of agency has become a source of increasing strain and confu-
sion in social thought. Variants of action theory, normative theory, and
political-institutional analysis have defended, attacked, buried, and resus-
citated the concept in often contradictory and overlapping ways. At the
center of the debate, the term agency itself has maintained an elusive,
albeit resonant, vagueness; it has all too seldom inspired systematic analy-
sis, despite the long list of terms with which it has been associated: self-
hood, motivation, will, purposiveness, intentionality, choice, initiative,
freedom, and creativity. Moreover, in the struggle to demonstrate the in-
terpenetration of agency and structure, many theorists have failed to dis-
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tinguish agency as an analytical category in its own right—with distinc-
tive theoretical dimensions and temporally variable social manifestations.
The result has been a flat and impoverished conception that, when it es-
capes the abstract voluntarism of rational choice theory, tends to remain
so tightly bound to structure that one loses sight of the different ways in
which agency actually shapes social action.

We argue that each of the most significant recent attempts to theorize
agency has neglected crucial aspects of the problem. In distinguishing (and
showing the interplay) between different dimensions of agency, we seek
to go beyond these various one-sided points of view. “Theorists of prac-
tice” such as Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens, for example, have
given selective attention to the role of habitus and routinized practices;
their perspective (perhaps the dominant one in contemporary American
sociology) sees human agency as habitual, repetitive, and taken for
granted—a view shared by ethnomethodologists, new institutionalists in
organizational theory, and many others. Alternative approaches have sim-
ilarly relied upon one-sided conceptions of agency; for example, traditions
as different from one another as rational choice theory and phenomenol-
ogy have stressed goal seeking and purposivity, while theories of publicity
and communication, as well as certain feminist theories, have overempha-
sized deliberation and judgment. While routine, purpose, and judgment
all constitute important dimensions of agency, none by itself captures its
full complexity. Moreover, when one or another is conflated with agency
itself, we lose a sense of the dynamic interplay among these dimensions
and of how this interplay varies within different structural contexts of
action.

Our immediate aims in this article, then, are threefold: (1) to analytically
disaggregate agency into its several component elements (even though
these are clearly interrelated empirically), (2) to demonstrate the different
ways in which the dimensions of agency interpenetrate with diverse forms
of structure, and (3) to point out the implications of such a differentiated
conception of agency for empirical research.

Theoretically, our central contribution is to begin to reconceptualize
human agency as a temporally embedded process of social engagement,
informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the
future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the
present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and future projects
within the contingencies of the moment). The agentic dimension of social
action can only be captured in its full complexity, we argue, if it is analyti-
cally situated within the flow of time. More radically, we also argue that
the structural contexts of action are themselves temporal as well as
relational fields—multiple, overlapping ways of ordering time toward
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which social actors can assume different simultaneous agentic orienta-
tions. Since social actors are embedded within many such temporalities
at once, they can be said to be oriented toward the past, the future, and
the present at any given moment, although they may be primarily oriented
toward one or another of these within any one emergent situation. As
actors move within and among these different unfolding contexts, they
switch between (or “recompose”) their temporal orientations—as con-
structed within and by means of those contexts—and thus are capable of
changing their relationship to structure. We claim that, in examining
changes in agentic orientation, we can gain crucial analytical leverage for
charting varying degrees of maneuverability, inventiveness, and reflective
choice shown by social actors in relation to the constraining and enabling
contexts of action.

Most broadly, our guiding concerns in this article are moral and practi-
cal in nature. We contend that reconceptualizing agency as an internally
complex temporal dynamic makes possible a new perspective upon the
age-old problem of free will and determinism. How are social actors, we
ask, capable (at least in principle) of critically evaluating and recon-
structing the conditions of their own lives? If structural contexts are ana-
Iytically separable from (and stand over against) capacities for human
agency, how is it possible for actors ever to mediate or to transform their
own relationships to these contexts? Without disaggregating the concept
of agency into its most important analytical dimensions, we cannot ever
hope to find satisfactory answers to these questions. The key to grasping
the dynamic possibilities of human agency is to view it as composed of
variable and changing orientations within the flow of time. Only then will
it be clear how the structural environments of action are both dynamically
sustained by and also altered through human agency—by actors capable
of formulating projects for the future and realizing them, even if only in
small part, and with unforeseen outcomes, in the present.

THEORIZING AGENCY

Many of the tensions in present-day conceptions of human agency can
be traced back to the Enlightenment debate over whether instrumental
rationality or moral and norm-based action is the truest expression of hu-
man freedom. Teleological and instrumentalist conceptions of action fu-
eled the philosophical individualism of the early Enlightenment, which,
while still grounded in the religious morality of the times, allowed for the
subsequent invention of the individual as a “free agent” able to make ratio-
nal choices for (him)self and society (Lukes 1973). With John Locke’s
(1978) rejection of the binding power of tradition, his location of beliefs
in individual experience, and his grounding of society in the social contract
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between individuals, a new conception of agency emerged that affirmed
the capacity of human beings to shape the circumstances in which they
live. This faith subsequently sustained a long line of social thinkers, in-
cluding Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, and John Stuart Mill, and embed-
ded agency in an individualist and calculative conception of action that
still underlies many Western accounts of freedom and progress.

In response to this association of freedom with rational self-interest,
other Enlightenment thinkers, most notably Jean-Jacques Rousseau, an-
ticipated the later Romantics by exploring instead such alternative con-
ceptions of freedom as the ascendancy of conscience and moral will, of a
self-legislating morality. Their perspective underscored the importance of
the transcendental imagination as well as that of instrumental reason.
These two points of view both found their way into Immanuel Kant’s
(1965, 1956, 1951) critical philosophy, which saw freedom as normatively
grounded individual will, governed by the categorical imperative rather
than by material necessity (or interest). Kant bifurcated all of reality into
two opposing orders: the conditional and the normative, necessity and
freedom—the latter conceived of as the pure unconditioned activity of
autonomous moral beings. His rendering of the ancient question of free
will versus necessity became in classical sociological theory the point of
departure for a concern with nonrational norm-oriented action—in con-
tradistinction to the rational instrumental action emphasized by econo-
mistic analysts of society (Habermas 1984—89; Miinch 1981, 1994). In
Hans Joas’s (1993, p. 247) words, “As a safeguard against the utilitarian
dangers of the theory of rational action, the founding theorists of sociology
[had] recourse to Kant and his notion of free, moral action.” In this line,
the early action theory of Talcott Parsons can be read as a Kant-inspired
attempt to synthesize the rational-utilitarian and nonrational-normative
dimensions of action. In The Structure of Social Action, for example, Par-
sons (1968, p. 732) argued that “conditions may be conceived at one pole,
ends and normative rules at another, means and effort as the connecting
link between them.” Agency, for Parsons, was captured in the notion of
effort, as the force that achieves, in Kantian terminology, the interpenetra-
tion of means-ends rationality and categorical obligation.

Parsons’s early attention to the temporal dimension of action (subse-
quently discarded in his later structural-functionalist work) also remained
caught within Kantian dualisms. He noted that all social action, whether
instrumental or normative, is teleological in structure: “An act is always
a process in time. . . . The concept end always implies a future reference,
to a state which is . . . not yet in existence, and which would not come
into existence if something were not done about it by the actor” (Parsons
1968, p. 45). In none of his writings, on the other hand, did Parsons elabo-
rate a fully temporal theory of agency (or, indeed, of structure): agency
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remained “outside” of time (as in Kant’s own conception of the “uncondi-
tioned”), while structure remained a spatial category rather than (also) a
temporal construction. Moreover, in none of his writings did Parsons de-
vote much systematic attention to disaggregating the crucial concept of
effort itself—to opening up the “black box” of human agency.

Agency in Social Theory

In explicit dialogue with Parsonian (and Kantian) theories of agency, both
James Coleman and Jeffrey Alexander have recently presented attempts
to join instrumental and normative approaches, although with strikingly
different results. Responding to the disappearance of agency in later ver-
sions of structural-functionalism, rational choice advocates have followed
George Homans’s (1964) call to “bring men back in” and to return to an
action theory firmly grounded in the purposive, instrumental, and calcu-
lating orientations of individuals. In his major synthetic work, Founda-
tions of Social Theory, Coleman (1990) tries to overcome the Kantian
division between interests and norms by arguing that rational choice
assumptions can provide the underpinnings for a normative theory based
upon power-weighted social influence. Coleman counters the decontextua-
lized individualism of many rational actor perspectives by linking purpos-
ive activity at the micro level to systemic interdependencies at the macro
level, thereby showing that action is always a complex social and interac-
tive phenomenon. However, he fails to address the problem at the heart
of rational choice explanations: the (clearly acknowledged) decision to
bracket the question of how temporally embedded actors actually reach
decisions that can retrospectively be interpreted as rational. By assuming
that “actions are ‘caused’ by their (anticipated) consequences” Coleman
(1986, p. 1312) attributes the impulse to action to a means-ends rationality
abstracted from the human experience of time. While this bracketing of
subjective temporality does in fact lead to the prediction of an impressive
range of social phenomena resulting from individual choices, it does not
allow us to understand the interpretive processes whereby choices are
imagined, evaluated, and contingently reconstructed by actors in ongoing
dialogue with unfolding situations. The post hoc causal attribution im-
plicit in rational choice conceptions of agency leaves Parsons’s black box
untouched.’

? We acknowledge that many rational choice theorists have made great strides in ac-
counting for the contingencies and uncertainties involved in choice making (March
and Simon 1958; March and Olsen 1976; March 1978), as well as in attempting to
explore the role of values, norms, and other cultural elements (Elster 1989; Hechter
1992, 1994, see also the essays in Cook and Levi [1990]). However, we maintain that
even these more sophisticated versions of rational actor models are still grounded in
presuppositions that prevent them from adequately theorizing the interpretive inter-
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A more promising initiative in the analytic exploration of agency can
be seen in the recent work of Jeffrey Alexander (1988, esp. pp. 301-33;
1992). Although a neo-Parsonian himself in many respects, and thus in-
fluenced in the deep structure of his thought by Kantian categories (he
continues to take as his frame of reference the dichotomy between the
conditional and the normative), Alexander advances considerably beyond
both Kant and Parsons in thematizing the ways in which human agency
engages with its structural contexts. He is the first major theorist to sys-
tematically disaggregate the concept of agency itself, probing into its inner
structure and delineating categories of agentic processes. In Action and
Its Environments, Alexander (1988) proposes that action be conceived of
in terms of two basic dimensions, which he calls interpretation (further
subdivided into typification and invention) and strategization. He intends
by these analytical categories to synthesize, as did Parsons before him,
the normative and utilitarian perspectives by presenting them as comple-
mentary but analytically distinguishable dimensions of human action. But
Alexander’s multidimensional theory also goes much further than Par-
sonian theory in providing insight into precisely that element bracketed
by Coleman, that is, the interpretive processes of contexually embedded
actors. In what follows, we build upon Alexander’s highly useful categori-
zation, which opens up theoretical space for analyzing the inventive and
critical aspects of agency. We contend, however, that because his analysis
remains subsumed under a broader category of normativity, he has little
to say about invention’s constitutive features and, specifically, its prag-
matic and experimental dimensions. Even more important, Alexander ne-
glects to situate his analysis of agency within a specifically temporal
framework. We argue, by contrast, that agentic processes can only be un-
derstood if they are linked intrinsically to the changing temporal orienta-
tions of situated actors.

To place agency within such a temporal framework, and to move effec-
tively beyond the division between instrumental and normative action,
we must turn to the philosophical school that most consistently challenges
such dualisms, notably American pragmatism (with its close ties to Conti-
nental phenomenology). In response to the utilitarian model of rational
action, pragmatist thinkers such as John Dewey and George Herbert
Mead, as well as social phenomenologists such as Alfred Schutz, insist
that action not be perceived as the pursuit of preestablished ends, ab-
stracted from concrete situations, but rather that ends and means develop
coterminously within contexts that are themselves ever changing and thus
always subject to reevaluation and reconstruction on the part of the re-

subjective construction of choices from the temporal vantage points of contextually
embedded actors.
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flective intelligence. Moreover, pragmatists reject the Kantian response
to utilitarianism by condemning the false distinction between material
interests and transcendental values, since all human objects and purposes
are necessarily constructed out of social meanings and values. These basic
premises allow the pragmatist thinkers to sidestep many of the conun-
drums that dominate sociological thought and to lay the foundations for
a theory of action that analyzes the “conditions of possibility” (Joas 1993,
p. 250) for the evaluative, experimental, and constructive dimensions of
perception and action, within the contexts of social experience.

While we draw upon a variety of pragmatist and phenomenological
thinkers in the sections to come, it is the work of George Herbert Mead
that offers us the most compelling tools for overcoming the inadequate
conceptions of agency in both rational choice and norm-oriented ap-
proaches. Although Mead is best known for his contributions to social
psychology and symbolic interactionism, we focus here upon his seminal
(but little discussed) theorization of temporality in The Philosophy of the
Present (1932).> Two insights in this work are critical for our efforts: the
concept of time as constituted through emergent events, which require a
continual refocusing of past and future, and the concept of human con-
sciousness as constituted through sociality, the capacity to be both tempo-
rally and relationally in a variety of systems at once. Building upon the
work of Henri Bergson (1989), Mead rejects the Newtonian conception
of time as a succession of isolated instants, characterizing time instead as
a multilevel flow of nested events, radically grounded in (but not bounded
by) present experience. “Reality exists in a present” (Mead 1932, p. 1),
although the immediacy of present situations is extended by our ability
to imaginatively construct a sense of past and future. But Mead also
moves beyond the individualist and subjectivist presuppositions of Berg-
son’s theory, which conceptualizes time as an introspective durée, a
merely psychological rather than intrinsically social phenomenon. By con-
trast, Mead insists that the human experience of temporality is based in
the social character of emergence, that is, in the passage from the old to
the new, and in the interrelated changes occurring throughout the various
situational contexts within which human beings are embedded. As actors
respond to changing environments, they must continually reconstruct

* We are not concerned here with Mead’s engagement in this work with functionalist
evolutionary theory nor with his debate with metaphysical theorists of temporality.
Although Mead develops his theories through a comparison with more general physi-
cal and biological (i.e., nonhuman) processes and has been criticized for veering away
from action theory toward metaphysics (Joas 1985), he also provides the philosophical
core of a temporal and relational understanding of the intersubjective development
of agentic capacities, which is of critical importance for a theory of action. For a
related discussion, see also Mead’s (1938) work, The Philosophy of the Act.
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their view of the past in an attempt to understand the causal conditioning
of the emergent present, while using this understanding to control and
shape their responses in the arising future. This process forms the core of
what Mead (1932, p. 76) calls “the deliberative attitude,” the capacity to
“get hold of the conditions of future conduct as these are found in the
organized responses we have formed, and so construct our pasts in antici-
pation of that future.”

Mead points this insight in the direction of action theory by describing
how what he calls sociality—that is, the situatedness of actors in multiple
temporally evolving relational contexts—contributes to the development
of reflective consciousness. Mead outlines three levels of consciousness,
distinguished in terms of the increasing capacity of actors to actively con-
stitute their environments through selective control over their own re-
sponses: (1) the level of “contact experience,” characterized by immediacy
of response to sense and feeling, (2) that of “distance experience,” charac-
terized by the capacity to use ideation and imagery in remembrance and
anticipation, and finally, (3) the culmination of sociality in communicative
interaction, in which social meanings and values develop out of the capac-
ity to take on the perspectives of (concrete and generalized) others. What
drives the development of consciousness from one level to the next is the
“awakening of delayed and conflicting responses” (Mead 1932, p. 71) to
problematic situations in one’s various environments, increasing the field
of choice while extending the temporal perspective of action. At every
step, actors are conceived of not as atomized individuals, but rather as
active respondents within nested and overlapping systems (which we pre-
fer to call temporal-relational contexts); the construction of temporal per-
spectives is fundamentally an intersubjective process, constituted by the
ability to hold simultaneously to one’s own and to another’s viewpoint.
Actors develop their deliberative capacities as they confront emergent sit-
uations that impact upon each other and pose increasingly complex prob-
lems, which must be taken up as challenges by the responsive (and com-
municative) intelligence.

Unlike Mead, we are not primarily interested in the evolution of reflec-
tive consciousness but rather in the insight that Mead’s analysis affords
into the internal structuring of agentic capacities and their different con-
stitutive relationships to action. We agree with Hans Joas in his recent
book, The Creativity of Action (1996; see also Joas, n.d.), that pragmatist
thinkers provide the first steps toward developing an adequate conception
of the constitutive creativity of action, conceived of as “the permanent
reorganization and reconstitution of habits and institutions” (Joas, n.d.,
p. 24). Such a conception, Joas argues, fundamentally challenges the teleo-
logical means-ends model present in both rational choice and neo-
Parsonian approaches, replacing it with an account of the situational and
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corporeal embeddedness of action.* Joas’s major contribution is to wrest
the theory of action from both its rationalist and norm-centered pre-
suppositions, insisting that a conception of the situationally embedded cre-
ativity of action is essential not only for studies of microinteraction, but
also for macrosociological analysis (and particularly for understanding the
possibilities of what Dewey calls creative democracy). Yet he brackets the
major question that we examine here, that of “large differences in
the various acts and actors in regards to creativity” (Joas 1996, p. 197).
We maintain that this is not merely an empirical but also an analytical
question: by differentiating between the different dimensions of agency,
we can help to account for variability and change in actors’ capacities
for imaginative and critical intervention in the diverse contexts within
which they act.

The Chordal Triad of Agency

What, then, is human agency? We define it as the temporally constructed
engagement by actors of diffevent structuval environments—the temporal-
relational contexts of action—which, through the interplay of habit, imag-
ination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms those structurves
in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historvical situa-
tions.’ This definition encompasses what we shall analytically distinguish
below as the different constitutive elements of human agency: iteration,
projectivity, and practical evaluation. In broad terms, these correspond

*For Joas (1996, p. 160), action is not simply contingent upon the situation, but more
essentially, “the situation is constitutive of action” (original emphasis), providing not
merely “means” and “conditions” for preestablished ends but also the structured habit-
ual patterns of response that become the basis for the reflective and creative engage-
ment of actors with their changing environments.

S While our principal focus in this article remains the different analytical dimensions
of agency rather than action’s structural contexts, we follow earlier work (Emirbayer
and Goodwin 1996)—along with Sorokin (1947), Parsons and Shils (1951), and, espe-
cially, Alexander (1988b)—in our disaggregation of the latter. As we conceive of it,
the cultural context encompasses those symbolic patterns, structures, and formations
(e.g., cultural discourses, narratives, and idioms) that constrain and enable action by
structuring actors’ normative commitments and their understandings of their world
and their possibilities within it. The social-structural context encompasses those net-
work patterns of social ties (see Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994) that comprise interper-
sonal, interorganizational, or transnational settings of action. Finally, the social-
psychological context encompasses those psychical structures that constrain and en-
able action by channeling actors’ flows and investments of emotional energy, including
long-lasting durable structures of attachment and emotional solidarity. These inter-
penetrating (but analytically autonomous) categories crosscut the key institutional sec-
tors of modern social life: the administrative-bureaucratic state, the capitalist econ-
omy, and civil society (Emirbayer and Sheller 1996).
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to the different temporal orientations of agency, allowing us to examine
forms of action that are more oriented (respectively) toward the past, the
future, and the present. Such a categorization gives analytical expression
to Mead’s conception of the positioning of human actors within temporal
passage, involving the continual reconstruction of their orientations to-
ward past and future in response to emergent events. In addition, it incor-
porates Mead’s insight that it is the capacity for imaginative distancing,
as well as for communicative evaluation, in relation to habitual patterns
of social engagement that drives the development of the reflective intelli-
gence, that is, the capacity of actors to critically shape their own respon-
siveness to problematic situations.

The itevational element.—The first of these dimensions, which we term
the iterational element, has received perhaps the most systematic attention
in philosophy and sociological theory, most recently from that tradition
of thought that Ortner (1984) describes as theories of practice (see also
Turner 1994). It refers to the selective reactivation by actors of past pat-
terns of thought and action, as routinely incorporated in practical activity,
theveby giving stability and ovder to social universes and helping to sus-
tain identities, intevactions, and institutions over time.

The projective element.—The second dimension of agency, the projec-
tive element, has been largely neglected in recent sociological theory, al-
though it does receive attention in the writings of Alfred Schutz and his
followers, and, indirectly, of rational choice theorists. Outside of sociology,
concern with projectivity can be found in phenomenological and existen-
tial philosophy, psychoanalysis, narrative psychology, and dramaturgic
anthropology. Projectivity encompasses the imaginative gemevation by
actors of possible future trajectories of action, in which rveceived structures
of thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’
hopes, fears, and desives for the future.

The practical-evaluative element.—Finally, the practical-evaluative
element of agency has been left strikingly undertheorized by socio-
logical thinkers, although intimations of it can be found in a long tradi-
tion of moral philosophy extending from Aristotelian ethics to more re-
cent theories of critical deliberation, as well as certain feminist analyses.
It entails the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judg-
ments among alternative possible trajectovies of action, in vesponse to the
emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situa-
tions.

We should stress from the outset that these are analytical distinctions;
all three of these constitutive dimensions of human agency are to be found,

in varying degrees, within any concrete empirical instance of action. In
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this sense, it is possible to speak of a chordal triad of agency within which
all three dimensions resonate as separate but not always harmonious
tones.® On the other hand, we also claim that, in any given case, one or
another of these three aspects might well predominate. It is possible to
speak of action that is more (or less) engaged with the past, more (or less)
directed toward the future, and more (or less) responsive to the present. In
each of the three major sections below, we isolate these various analytical
dimensions and examine the internal structure of each. Although it will
never be possible to carry out our analytical dissections with surgical pre-
cision, we aim to show what agentic processes would entail were one or
another of these tones in the chordal triad to be sounded most forcefully.’

Moreover, we also argue that each of the three analytical dimensions
can be said to possess its own internal chordal structure. The three dimen-
sions of agency that we describe do not correspond in any simple, exclusive
way to past, present, and future as successive stages of action. Rather,
empirical social action is constructed through ongoing temporal passage
and thus through what Mead calls emergent events, rather than through
a sequentiality of discrete acts or stages of one act. Each of our dimensions
of agency has itself a simultaneous internal orientation toward past, fu-
ture, and present, for all forms of agency are temporally embedded in the
flow of time. We do claim, however, that for each analytical aspect of
agency one temporal orientation is the dominant tone, shaping the way
in which actors relate to the other two dimensions of time. Disaggregating
the dimensions of agency (and exploring which orientations are dominant
within a given situation) allows us to suggest that each primary orienta-
tion in the chordal triad encompasses as subtones the other two as well,
while also showing how this “chordal composition” can change as actors
respond to the diverse and shifting environments around them.®

Several further points of clarification are in order here. First, we must
reaffirm that agency as we have sketched it above is a historically variable

®This usage is analogous to Patterson’s (1991) discussion of the chordal triad of
freedom.

"We bracket for now the added complication that actors are always embedded within
many different temporal-relational contexts at once and thus may exhibit a projective
orientation within one context, e.g., even as they exhibit an iterational orientation
within another. We return to this issue in the final section of the article.

® Lest we fall into the analytical nightmare of “subsubtones” within “subtones,” we
wish to stress that the notion of an internal chordal structure is a heuristic device
that allows us to analyze variation and change in the composition of agentic orienta-
tions; clearly, actors do not dissect experience in such a manner while themselves in
the flow of temporal passage. We should also note that what we call ckhordal structures
are not necessarily harmonious; the subtones may be dissonan