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Comments

From Charles Cobb, South Carolina Institute of 
Archaeology & Anthropology, University of South 
Carolina, Columbia, SC 29204 USA; cobbcr@gwm.
sc.edu
I am largely in agreement with the authors, and will 
concern myself with what I see as the larger context 
of their arguments. Although their discussion centres 
on the meaning and relevance of the ‘individual’ in 
archaeology, in my mind the real question is as to 
how we are to address the meaning and relevance 
of modernity in our work? Knapp & van Dommelen 
effectively make the case that one can experience 
individuality and self-critical awareness in many his-
torical contexts, yet they still have left Julian Thomas 
and others in control of the terms of the debate, that 
is, modernity is a Western-dominated construct that 
has fostered a qualitative shift in the way that people 
view their place in the world.

In broad contour, this is a compelling argument 
that offers a useful point of departure for the pursuit 
of a critical archaeology. Yet, on the ground — in the 
places people live and how they live — this thesis 
is difficult to maintain if it is reduced to a series of 
related axioms concerning Western domination: 
that modernity is about spatial discipline, about 
faith in technological progress, about the rise of the 
individual, and so on. The difficulty with this charac-
terization is that it leaves unquestioned the nature of 
the interactions between West, East, South and North 
that we associate with the rise of West beginning in the 
1400s ad. Modernity may have a strong Western bent 
but it developed in a world-wide arena of mutualism. 
Marshall Sahlins (1993) describes an ‘indigenization 
of modernity’ to impart a sense of this historical 
hybridity. Recognition of this has led many workers 
to undertake research that explores the negotiation 
— rather than the simple imposition — of modernity 
(e.g. Berman 1982; Ong 1986). Ensuing from this idea 
is an entire cottage industry that has addressed ‘multi-
ple’, ‘alterior’, and ‘parallel’ modernities. If modernity 
is so nebulous, it becomes difficult to maintain that its 
constitutive elements — self-determining individuals 
— are any less so.

In the essentialized view of modernity and its 
precepts — so commonly adopted in contrast to the 
pluralized view - one is reminded of the path that 
modes of production took under structural marxism. 
Capitalism was seen to penetrate or articulate with 
indigenous modes, but it was always monolithic and 
it always existed outside of lived experience. To be 
fair to Julian Thomas, singled out for critique in this 
article because of his vocal stand on these issues, his 
work does show that he has grappled with these 
nuances. In Archaeology and Modernity, he emphasizes 
that modernity is a heterogeneous process rather than 
a thing, but in some passages this process is defined 
by its Western source rather than its dialogical nature: 
‘modernity has become something plural, as fragments 
of the Western framework have been assimilated and 
recontextualised by different communities’ (Thomas 
2004, 51). I would suggest that modernity has always 
been plural, even as the Western framework itself has 
been continually recontextualized by its interactions 
with communities worldwide. 

This is not to deny that modernity can be rec-
ognized by historical tendencies (back to discipline, 
technology, progress, and the importance of the 
autonomous individual); but it is also a cultural 
representation that is not to be confused with lived 
experience. While I believe that the construction of 
the self in the last five centuries may be increasingly 
defined by modernist tendencies in many areas of the 
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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.

From Dean J. Saitta, Department of Anthropology, 
University of Denver, Denver, Colorado 80208 USA; 
dsaitta@du.edu. 
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 free-
dom 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 sweep-
ing 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 archaeolo-
gists, covering so many diverse human actions that the 

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 life-
span. 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 exer-
cise. 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 capi-
talism: 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 reinforc-
ing 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 revo-
lutionary 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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