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A greater acknowledgment of relational interdependence between individual and social agencies is
warranted within conceptions of learning throughout working life. Currently, some accounts of learn-
ing tend to overly privilege social agency in the form of situational contributions. This de-emphasises
the contributions of the more widely socially sourced, relational, and negotiated contributions of both
individual and social agency. As these accounts fail to fully acknowledge the accumulated outcomes of
interactions between the individual and social experience that shape human cognition ontogentically
and that also act to remake culture, they remain incomplete and unsatisfactory. In response, this article
proposes a consideration of the role for individual agency (e.g., intentionality, subjectivity, and iden-
tity), the ways in which it is socially shaped over time and serves to be generative of individuals’ cogni-
tive experience, and its role in subsequently construing what is experienced socially. This agency also
enacts a relational interdependence with social and historical contributions. Through advancing the
conception of relational interdependence, this article aims to balance views that currently privilege
particular social influences in conceptions of learning for work and throughout working life.

INTERDEPENDENCY BETWEEN SOCIAL AND INDIVIDUAL AGENCY

Acknowledging and understanding interdependence between the social and cultural, and individu-
als’ contributions to learning, is a contested project within psychology, as it is within sociology and
philosophy. Nevertheless, theorising about and understanding the sociogeneses of individual and
cultural change cannot be advanced without a clear conception of these relations. My interest in
this interdependence has its origins in hairdressers’ representations of knowledge that yielded a
legacy of situational factors: workplace norms, practices, and values that shaped the conduct of
their work (Billett, 2003). Yet, contributions sourced beyond and prior to participation in the par-
ticular workplace were also identified as shaping these individuals’ vocational practice, albeit in
different ways, thereby influencing how they worked and learnt. More than being merely idiosyn-
cratic, these contributions were identified as having their geneses in events in the hairdressers’ life
histories or ontogenies. So, beyond the immediate social experience, premediate experi-
ences—those occurring earlier—shaped individuals’ cognitive experiences and how they engaged
with and construed subsequent social experiences (Valsiner, 1998). These premediate contribu-
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tions need to be included in accounts that attempt to explain the social geneses of individuals’ cog-
nition. From these hairdressers’ representations of the same work-related tasks, it seems the gene-
ses and exercise of individuals’ agency and intentionality—their agentic action—and their social
geneses need once more to be brought to the foreground. All this suggests a more interdependent
account of learning than those privileging situational contributions, such as those provided by
communities of practice, activity systems, or distributed systems of cognition.

These propositions urge an appraisal of the interdependences between individuals’ life histo-
ries or ontogenies, and participation and learning in social practices throughout individuals’ lives.
They also confront the issue of whether individuals can affect substantial cognitive change (learn-
ing) on their own, or whether this is possible only with changes in social institutions and practices.
This issue is central to understanding how society and culture are remade and transformed, and
whether individuals are active participants and initiators in this remaking or are merely subject to
these changes. These issues are particularly salient to understanding learning work-related knowl-
edge, with its dimensions of tried-and-true practices, but also with the need for practitioners to en-
gage with, deploy, and remake their work practice in changing circumstances.

There is nothing particularly novel about such propositions. They have been elaborated earlier
(e.g., see Baldwin, 1898). However, their consideration at a time when accounts of learning are
strongly privileging immediate social contributions is, perhaps, noteworthy. Indeed, championing
the individual within discourses privileging social agency brings risks of being hotly refuted and
misinterpreted. For instance, Dewey’s work was expunged from the Soviet education system after
he criticised its emphasis on social reproduction (Glassman, 2001). Valsiner was accused of
treachery for proposing a key role for the individual within cultural psychology. Ratner (2000)
claimed that Valsiner’s assertion that culture is a set of suggestions that individuals can freely ac-
cept, reject, or modify as they wish, and his replacing sociohistorical psychology with
co-constructionism, is undermining cultural psychology as a corrective to earlier and highly indi-
vidualised cognitive-oriented psychological views.

Here, learning and cultural transformation are held to be a relational interpsychological pro-
cess—negotiated between the individual and social sources—that cannot be fully understood
without a consideration of individual agency, identity, and subjectivity. It is proposed that (a) in-
dividual intentionality and agency have complex social geneses, thereby (b) requiring a more so-
cial conception of the individual, and (c) a relational interdependence between the socially
constructed individual and the social world is central to understanding ontogenetic development
and the remaking of culture. In making its case, this article is structured as follows. First, the cen-
tral role of individual agency in human cognition and the remaking of culture are advanced. Sec-
ond, the relations between individual agency and social suggestion are then discussed and
elaborated in terms of a relational interdependence between the two. These ideas are then exer-
cised through considering individuals’ constitution of and participation in, and learning through,
their paid work. In conclusion, the duality between social and individual agency is viewed in
terms of individualising the social and socialising the individual.

INDIVIDUAL AGENCY AND THE SOCIAL GENES OF HUMAN AND
CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Understanding how individual agency shapes interpsychological processes is important for at least
two reasons. That is, its role in how (a) individuals’ learning and cognition develops
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ontogenetically through agentic action, and (b) interactions between the social and the individual is
the means through which culture (society) is remade and transformed.

Learning and Individual Agency

Through interpretation, if not always in conception, in current theorising about learning there is of-
ten an uncritical privileging of the immediate social contributions to cognition. There is no space
here to elaborate upon the particular situated qualities of distributed cognition, activity systems,
and communities of practice. However, in brief, distributed cognition is bound to particular social
systems (Salomon, 1997), activity systems comprise prespecified components to account for par-
ticular social practices (Engeström, 1993), and communities of practice are bounded by their prac-
tices and their relations (Wenger, 1998). That is, each account is bounded to particular situations
that comprise social practices in which individuals participate, think, act, and learn. As such, these
accounts are useful for describing, understanding, and analysing particular social practice, and, in
some ways, individuals’ relations to those practices. However, others contest the value of this kind
of view, claiming that it fails to adequately account for how individuals engage with immediate so-
cial influences or provide adequate bases for understanding the influences of premediate experi-
ences (e.g., individuals’ subjectivities) on that engagement. For instance, distributed theories of
cognition have proposed that the individual is but one element in a shared system that shapes hu-
man cognition (Hutchins, 1991; Pea, 1997). Yet, others have suggested individuals are not so en-
meshed. Both Cobb (1998) and Salomon (1997) argued that individuals have greater independ-
ence. They proposed learning as a negotiated process, residing in the interaction between the
cognitive and social experience. The cultural psychologist Valsiner (2000) went further, referring
to the uniqueness of individuals’ cognitive experience—the base upon which individuals make
sense of and reproduce the world. He referred to each experience, even the most mundane, as being
in some way unique and special to the individual.

In both anthropological and sociocultural accounts of learning, individuals’ participation in so-
cial practice is associated with learning. Lave (1993) suggested that wherever you encounter prac-
tice, you also identify learning. Rogoff (1995) emphasised the central role of participation in
learning. Across these theories, and consistent with cognitive views (e.g., Anderson, 1993), the
consequences of individuals’ engagement in goal-directed activities is more than achieving those
activities’ goals. There is also a cognitive legacy: change shaped by the deployment of cognitive
resources (Anzai & Simon, 1979; Newell & Simon, 1972). Similarly, both Vygotskian and
Piagetian constructivist perspectives propose that whenever individuals deploy their cognitive re-
sources in tasks and interactions, cognitive change results (Billett, 1996). These theories and cog-
nitive theories suggest that the scope of change is likely to be influenced by the activity’s novelty
to individuals and the degree of effort they elect to exercise when undertaking the activity (Newell
& Simon, 1972). So the kind of response to the impasse or perturbation that individuals construct
from what they encounter is likely to shape the kind and extent of cognitive change (Van Lehn,
1998) or intrapsychological outcome. That is, the construction of both the impasses and responses
will always be in some ways person-dependent; the actor plays a role. These are not
predeterminable and have conceptual (i.e., how concepts are construed) and procedural (i.e., how
the individual thinks and acts) legacies as well as implications for individuals’ subjectivities.
Moreover, individuals exercise their person dependence when deciding which problems they will
engage in and the degree of engagement: what problems are worth solving (Goodnow, 1990), with
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the attendant implication for what is changed or learnt through their engagement. So these ac-
counts of learning emphasise the individual as an actor in relations with the social world.

More than 100 years ago, Baldwin (1898) proposed individuals’ internalisation of the social
experience as generative of autonomy, with this autonomy itself being socially constituted. He
claimed that the sociality of the self cannot be viewed in the similarity of the internalised results of
the social experiences, but through personal-psychological phenomena. Accordingly, he pro-
posed that the developing person

comes more and more to reflect the social judgement in his own systematic determination of knowl-
edge; and there arises within himself a criterion of a private sort which is in essential harmony with the
social demand, because genetically considered it reflects it. The individual becomes a law unto him-
self, exercises his private judgement, fights his own battles for truth, shows the virtue of independence
and the vice of obstinacy. But he has learnt to do it by the selective control of his social environment,
and in this his judgement he has just a sense of his social outcome. (Baldwin, 1898, pp. 19–20)

Later, Vygotsky also held that in the development of psychological functions, individual
agency predominates over social guidance. In referring to child’s play, he proposed

In play the child is always higher than his average age, higher than his usual everyday behaviour; he
is in play as if a head above himself. The play contains, in a condensed way, as if in the focus of a mag-
nifying glass, all tendencies of development; it is as if the child in play tries to accomplish a jump
above the level of his ordinary behaviour. … Play is the resource of development and it creates the
zone of nearest development. Action in the imaginary field, in the imagined situation, construction of
voluntary intention, the formulation of life plan, will motivate —this all emerges in play. (as cited in
Valsiner, 2000, p. 43).

Beyond individual agency, Vygotsky also referred to the salience of the cultural purposes and
goals of activities (e.g., play) and their contributions to individuals’ intentionality in their engage-
ment in their zone of potential development. Here, the interdependency of the social and individ-
ual is exercised. For Baldwin (1930), a key element of the development of the kind that Vygotsky
referred to is the “conscious and social accommodation, imitation, invention and volition” (p. 4).
Yet, imitation is also exercised in particular and intentional ways that reflect the interplay between
the social experience and individuals’ construction of what is to be imitated. It is not a process in-
dividuals engage in with a clear socially derived articulation of what is required. Otherwise, they
would not need to imitate; they would just enact successfully, as in appropriation. In these ways,
the kinds of activities that individuals engage in throughout their lives, and how they elect to en-
gage with these tasks, are bases upon which individuals actively engage in sense of the social ex-
perience. Participation and learning, in this way, are linked ontogenetically to individuals’
subjectivities and identities, and also to their development. It is useful when appraising individu-
als’ intentionality and agentic action in this engagement to consider critically the
interpsychological process of appropriation.

Appropriation refers to individuals “making their own” from what they encounter in a social
world (Leontyev, 1981). It is often viewed as a desirable process of change as it reflects what is
important to individuals as well as what is privileged by social practices. Following Leontyev
(1981), Wertsch (1998) distinguished appropriation from mastery. Individuals appropriate
consensually, whereas mastery is reluctant and superficial learning, and practised only under
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only under close social monitoring. Compare the engagement of the enthusiast with the reluc-
tance of the conscript, for instance. Yet, individuals may well appropriate knowledge that is
undesirable (e.g., gender or racial bias), short term (e.g., costly shortcuts), or just plain wrong
(e.g., dangerous work practices). This might arise from situational suggestions supporting
such learning, which then finds sympathy with an individual’s construal. Conversely, individ-
uals might elect to master only crucial aspects of vocational knowledge (e.g., being fair, pre-
cise, safe, careful) with consequences that are deleterious for them personally and also for
their work practice. Therefore, individually sanctioned interpsychological processes, such as
appropriation, need to be viewed critically, in terms of the subjectivities that direct their pur-
poses and outcomes. For instance, Somerville and Bernoth (2001) found that, in different
ways, both coal miners and aged care workers came to accept or appropriate workplace injury
as part of their occupational identity (subjectivities). These interpsychological processes rep-
resent a negotiation between individual and social agency. At the very least, individuals select
options that shape these processes and conceptualise what is encountered in ways influenced
by their personal histories and agency. The question is the degree to which this personal
agency has a social genesis. That is, the extent to which either the enactment of social sugges-
tion or individuals’ subjectivity, intentionality, and agency reflects individuals’ autonomous
beliefs and actions. For instance, Somerville (2002) showed how significant events (i.e., a se-
rious workplace accident and health scare) caused two miners to modify their work practices
and lives outside work in ways that were inconsistent with the dominant and potentially subju-
gating culture in a coal-mining community. Yet, in turn, these two miners were frustrated
when their suggestions to colleagues about safe work practices and healthy lifestyles were re-
buffed. This indicates again the relational, yet personal-dependent, basis of the contribution
of social suggestion (i.e., those who have experienced injury and those who have not) and its
contribution to ontogenetic development.

The “social experience” or suggestion represents what individuals encounter or experience
when they engage in interactions with the social world (i.e., social partners, artefacts, situa-
tions, etc.) and access concepts and practices that have a social genesis. The social practice of a
workplace, for instance, comprises an institutional fact (Searle, 1995) that affords particular
kinds of experiences. Yet these experiences are not available uniformly and their influence will
be, at best, partial for some (Berger & Luckman, 1966). Its interlocutors will engage in differ-
ent ways, with different purposes and with diverse conceptual and procedural bases (i.e., their
cognitive experience) that are a product of premediate experiences that comprise their
ontogenetic development (Billett, 2003). Gergen (1994) claimed that even when individuals en-
joy a common language and cultural backgrounds misunderstandings arise. This is a product of
disharmonies that rise from the “continuously unfolding character of human relatedness.” He
continued

As people move through life, the domain of relationships typically expands and the context of any
given relationship typically changes. In effect, we are continuously confronted with some degree of
novelty—new contexts and new challenges. Yet our actions in each passing moment will necessarily
represent some simulacrum of the past; we borrow, we formulate, and patch together various pieces of
preceding relationships in order to achieve local coordination of the moment. Meaning at the moment
is always a rough reconstitution of the past, a ripping of words from familiar contexts and their precari-
ous insertion into the emerging realisation of the present. (pp. 269–270)
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So, even if individuals’ engagement with the social world could somehow be uniform, individ-
uals’ construction of the social experience would not be. This is because individuals actively ap-
propriate knowledge, in ways shaped by their ontogenetically derived values, concepts,
procedures, and subjectivities, and as exercised by their agency.

In this way, the social and cognitive experiences represent interdependent dimensions—di-
mensions that are dualistic only in relational terms. Within these relations, personal agency, albeit
shaped by premediate and socially derived experiences, plays an important role in the engagement
in, and in the construal and construction of, what is suggested by the social experience. So the pro-
cess of learning is shaped through interactions between social and individual contributions, yet
with individuals playing a highly agentic role in those interactions. Moreover, this agency is not
restricted to individual learning. It also shapes cultural change.

INDIVIDUAL AGENCY AND THE REMAKING OF CULTURE

Knowledge of the kind required to engage in paid work, with its cultural and social sources, neces-
sarily has its genesis in the past. This is a great strength, as it comprises proven practices that have
evolved over time as new demands emerge and technologies change, and constitutes the occupa-
tional knowledge that individuals are required to learn and maintain their currency in throughout
their working lives. However, this socially sourced knowledge may have limitations in addressing
novel situations or circumstances. This is a salient concern as these practices are continually re-
made by each generation and as cultural requirements change. To ignore the necessity of human
agency in the remaking of this knowledge and to grant primacy to immediately socially derived
practices risks denying a key source of the development of this knowledge over time.

This concern about privileging socially derived knowledge was what fuelled Dewey’s criti-
cism of the highly reproductive model of Russian education that had existed since Catherine the
Great and was then being reified in Soviet Russia (Valsiner, 1988). Rather than being just histori-
cally and socially reproductive, Dewey proposed that education also needed to be responsive to
new circumstances and novel requirements, to be generative of fresh insights and individuals’
contribution, and to be tolerant of divergence (Glassman, 2001). Cole (2002), a principal advocate
of cultural historical activity theory, shared these concerns, suggesting that individual agency
stands as a necessary prerequisite for the successful deployment of historically derived practice to
novel circumstances and, hence, its evolution. Recently, Cole commented on being unable to ad-
vise his teacher-education students on how they might best survive and teach in turbulent and
tough American high schools. In doing so, he conceded that the historically derived and culturally
constituted classroom-management concepts and practices would fail these novice teachers. In-
stead, their personal agency and capacities shape the prospect of their success in developing and
negotiating effective classroom practices, thereby remaking what constitutes these practices. Cole
has been quite consistent with this view. Two decades earlier, he and Griffin (Cole & Griffin,
1980) reached a similar conclusion about literacy. Salomon (1997) summarised their conclusion
as follows: “While some cultural artefacts, such as those related to literacy, may have some cogni-
tive residues, these residues are in fact quite modest in comparison with the changes brought about
in the way people function when literate” (p. 126). That is, the potency of socially generated
knowledge, such as literacy, is premised in part on individuals’ agency, particularly in its adapta-
tion and deployment to novel circumstances, and hence its remaking.
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Appropriation is held to bridge the historical heritage of human beings and each new genera-
tion’s taking over that heritage (Leontyev, 1981). Beyond selecting and making choices, the “ac-
tive role of appropriation presents the learner as a constructor of new choices, not constrained to
those in immediate circumstances” (Valsiner, 1998, p. 114). Individuals transform culture as they
appropriate practice and carry it forward to the next generation in an altered form (Rogoff, 1990),
as their creativity builds upon technological transformations and through resolutions to problems
they encounter in new times and novel circumstances. Rather than being constrained by the imme-
diate social experience, these constructive processes position individuals as being capable of initi-
ating and formulating their own change and development, albeit influenced relationally by
socially derived subjectivities. So vocational practices are not merely reproduced by individuals,
they are elaborated, refined, and remade as their agency and intentionality engages and interacts
with socially determined tasks and activities. This suggests that culture is reproduced and trans-
formed not through behavioural-like social determinism, but in a complex dialogue between each
generation of individuals and the social world, as meanings are negotiated (e.g., Bhaskar, 1998;
Gergen, 1994) and as these meanings change through individuals’ life histories.

Therefore, rather than being solely precipitated by collective events, such as changes to institu-
tional practices and technology, socially generated knowledge and cultural practice also have as
their vanguard individuals separately and accumulatively confronting new problems at particular
moments in their life histories and at a particular time in history. How individuals elect to remake
cultural is of necessity partly a product of their agency and intentionality, as they confront socially
constituted factors, or institutional facts (Searle, 1995), and negotiate their meaning and impact in
particular situations. So, in so far as the immediate experience comprises the enactment of both in-
dividual agency and social suggestion, and has outcomes for both the individual (i.e.,
intrapsychological outcomes) and culture (i.e., the remaking of cultural practices), it needs to be
seen as a process located in these relations.

It follows that without including and embracing individual agency and intentionality, theories
of learning that privilege situational factors may well fail to account for individuals’ role in trans-
forming culture (e.g., vocational practice), their ontogenetic development, and perhaps most im-
portant, the nature of the relationship that constitutes the social contributions to human cognition.
Those proposing a strong role for social agency (e.g., Ratner, 2000) may, of course, reject this
view, claiming that such individual autonomy is illusory and that individual action is always so-
cially determined, or even subjugated. However, it may be more useful to focus on the relational
bases and how this exercises and enunciates the social.

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE SOCIAL WORLD

Perhaps the most salient purpose for bringing the individual to the foreground in conceptions of
learning and the remaking of cultural is to consider the interdependence between the individual and
the social, including socially derived subjectivities. Within sociology and philosophy, the relations
between structure and agency are well exercised and perhaps more mature in their deliberations
than are those in psychology (Gergen, 1994). Both philosophy and sociology offer highly struc-
tural accounts in which individual agency is seen as illusory (e.g., Bourdieu, 1991; Foucault,
1979), accounts that grant individual autonomy (e.g., Goffman, 1990; Rousseau, 1968), and ac-
counts that acknowledge interaction between the two (e.g., Berger & Luckman, 1966; Bhaskar,
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1998; Giddens, 1984). Highly structured views, such as Foucault’s earlier position, for example in
Discipline and Punishment (1979), emphasise social subjugation of the individual and render them
as mere placeholders in social networks (Mansfield, 2000) because they are enmeshed or saturated
by social suggestion (Gergen, 2000) in ways that diminish their personal autonomy. Bourdieu
(1991) referred to a battery of dispositions, comprising a habitus that orientate individuals’ actions.
He cited, for example, how social practice determines both conscious action and unconscious per-
formance, as in individuals’ dialects. Similarly, Foucault (1979) suggested that individuals are
subject to pervasive social press and are “placed under” or subjected to the influence of cultural
norms and practices, which shapes and constrains the boundaries of what or in which space indi-
viduals’ exercise discretion. So, in these views, individuals’ subjectivities and identities are struc-
turally derived and leave little space for personal autonomy in thinking and acting (Davies, 2000).
Here, the idea of the self-regulating and self-subjugating “enterprising self” (Du Gay, 1996) is held
to characterise how workers engage with the churning and transformational nature of contempo-
rary workplaces. Personal identity and subjectivity are essentially socially derived, as with accoun-
tants in a large accountancy practice who shaped their behaviours, performances, and even life out-
side work to secure and advance their place within the workplace (e.g., Grey, 1994).

Conversely, others have suggested individuals are less constrained by these structures (e.g.,
Goffman, 1990; Rousseau, 1968). According to these views, individuals have personal autonomy
and are able to exercise their agency in a socially constructed world. Such perspectives are privi-
leged in humanistic conceptions of subjectivities and identity along with the exercise of unencum-
bered autonomy and agency (Davies, 2000). Then, there are other perspectives that have proposed
a more relational view of structures as being facilitative. The philosopher Bhaskar (1998) even
claimed that sociology is not about collective action but about relations between individuals and
social practices. Giddens (1984), through his concept of structuration, analogously proposed a key
role for personal agency in the social structuring of knowledge. By acknowledging interactions
(interdependence) between social structures and individuals, he linked individual intentionality
and individual subjectivity. Foucault (1986) referred to individuals being able to take care of
themselves, proposing human desire as an agentic property that can guard against unbridled social
subjection. In ways analogous to the Piagetian concept of maintaining equilibrium, Giddens
(1991) suggested that the problem for the self is in maintaining its security in a culture that threat-
ens its stability and the reference points for this stability, in a time of modernity characterised by
anxiety causing changes in, for instance, how people work and secure themselves in paid employ-
ment. Yet, Fenwick (1998) proposed that although permitting a role for individuals, this view po-
sitions them as anxiety ridden and their agency as restricted to reflexive relations with culture. In
her study of small business operators, and in Billett and Pavlova’s (2005) study of workers negoti-
ating change, there emerged evidence of individuals being quite agentic: exercising their sense of
selves or being themselves in negotiating their place in transforming work situations. That is, they
act independently from the social suggestions. This evidence suggests that rather than being sub-
jugated, or the relations between the individual and the social being mutual or reciprocal, there is a
need to view them as being relational, and, to different degrees, entwined and interwoven.

Conceptions of such relations and individuals’ agentic role within them have longstanding
conceptual foundations. Cartesian dualism is often held as the epitome of the separation between
body and the mind. Its demise has been heralded as the basis for reconciling the human mind with
the social world (e.g., Scribner, 1990/1997) or the world “beyond the skin,” as some prefer to call
it (e.g., Hutchins, 1991; Wertsch, 1991). However, ultimately, Descartes was a nonadherent of
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what became Cartesian Dualism. Instead, he referred to the duality between body and mind. In his
last work, The Passions of the Soul (1649, as cited in Cottingham, 1996), he claimed a substantial
union exists between the mind and the world beyond. Significantly, he saw human passion as a
key link between the external world and the mind, that is, as the basis for their relationship. Pas-
sions were used by Descartes deliberately to account for influences outside the body and beyond
physiological responses (i.e., pain, hunger; Copleston, 1994; Haldane & Ross, 1971). Moreover,
for Descartes beatitude was the “tranquillity or contentment of soul tenable in this life by one’s
own efforts” (Copleston). That is, the self in action with the world constitutes this desirable state.
Similarly, Schopenhauer (1883, as cited in Cottingham) also referred to human will as the means
by which the mind is linked to the external world. Moreover, in his later work, Foucault (1986)
came to see desire as a socially derived subjectivity and individuals’ response to it as being em-
blematic of their capacity to be agentic. In this way, these authors emphasise the phenomena that
in contemporary psychological terms has come to be described as human intentionality or agency
(e.g., Malle, Moses, & Baldwin, 2001).

Perhaps significantly, Scribner (1990/1997) suggested that, having overturned Cartesian dual-
ism, the task for psychology is to understand the relations between the social world and individu-
als’ behaviour. She characterised these relations as being irreducible, claiming that to separate
them was akin to attempting to separate sodium and chlorine yet still retain its saltiness (Martin &
Scribner, 1991). Rogoff (1990) and Wertsch (1998) also referred to, respectively, the inseparabil-
ity and irreducibility of individuals’ efforts and social interests including the broader cultural mi-
lieu. However, accounts such as situated cognition, distributed cognition, activity systems
(Engeström, 1993), and communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) run the risk of privileg-
ing situational determinism, at a cost to considerations of individual agency and broader social
and cultural influences. Just as behaviourism denied human consciousness (Taylor, 1985), ac-
counts that emphasise situational determinism risk denying human intentionality, agency, and
identity. Therefore, finding a pathway between social determinism and highly individualistic ac-
counts of cognition is important in understanding their relationship (Miller & Goodnow, 1995).

Valsiner (1994) and Bhaskar (1998), although acknowledging the breadth and ubiquity of so-
cial influence, emphasised the relatedness between individuals’ interests and goals, and those in-
fluences comprising the social suggestion. This shapes how individuals elect to engage in
interpsychological processes, such as appropriation and mastery, as discussed earlier. Valsiner
(1994) held that relatedness ranges from total involvement to being wholly disengaged. Similarly,
Berger and Luckman (1966) proposed that “socialisation is never completely successful. Some in-
dividuals inhabit the transmitted universe more definitely than others. Even among the more or
less accredited inhabitants, there will be idiosyncratic variations in the way they conceive the uni-
verse” (p. 24). Yet, what is proposed as idiosyncratic by these authors is seen here as being the
product of individuals’ personal histories. So, rather than being reciprocal, these relations are rela-
tional. And rather than being dualisms, they are dualistic: inclusively separated parts of the system
between which function processes occur (Valsiner & van de Veer, 2000, p. 206).

The relational nature of these interdependencies is identifiable in the negotiations between two
sets of continuities. First, the social practice likely affords opportunities in ways directed toward
securing its continuity and development or those of particular interests within it. Social practices
such as workplaces, educational institutions, and community groupings provide opportunities di-
rected toward advancing their goals and practices or interests within them (Billett, 2002a, 2002b).
However, individuals’ participation in social practice is also mediated by their intentions for con-
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tinuity and development, albeit shaped by subjectivities about cultural or occupational identity.
For example, a counsellor was able to transform his work practice, partially afforded by the pro-
fessional standing of his work, and in doing so secured personal and professional goals, whereas
another worker was constrained by consensus-based work arrangements, which denied her the au-
tonomy that the counsellor enjoyed (Billett, Barker, & Hernon-Tinning, 2004). In the former ex-
ample, some key workplace practices and continuities were transformed by individual action. In
the latter example, the practices constrained both transformation and individual agency. The inter-
play between these two sets of continuities and the degree of their consonance or contestation un-
derpins the relations that also constitute the parameters for remaking the social practice.
Therefore, an instance of social practice, such as a classroom or workplace, needs to be under-
stood in terms that include (a) participants’ interests, identities, and subjectivities; (b) the degree
of consonance between these; and (c) the goals and continuities of the social practice, including
the possibility for an active role in its remaking. This interdependence and dialogicity is inherent
in the process of meaning making and construction of knowledge. Newman, Griffin, and Cole
(1989) claimed that Vygotsky’s greatest contribution was not in linking the external and internal,
but in emphasising the dialectic between the inter- and intrapsychological. Similarly, Suchman
(1997), in considering human–machine interactions, suggested

The point is not to have the price of recognizing the agency of artefacts be the denial of our own.
Agency—and associated accountabilities—reside neither in us nor in our artefacts, but in our
inter-actions.

Valsiner (2000) and Gergen (1994) emphasised the individual not only coming to share their
social partners’ understanding (as in intersubjectivity) but also coming to shape and transform that
understanding in the face of new experience. Setting aside a socially deterministic view and
de-emphasising Foucauldian-like subjugation, Valsiner (1998) proposed that “most of human de-
velopment takes place through active ignoring and neutralisation of most of the social suggestions
to which the person is subjected in everyday life” (p. 393). This is essential in buffering individu-
als’ personalities against the demands of constant social suggestions that comprise the immediate
experience. Valsiner continued

Hence, what is usually viewed as socialisation efforts (by social institutions or parents) is necessarily
counteracted by the active recipients of such efforts who can neutralise or ignore a large number of such
episodes, aside from single particularly dramatic ones. (1998, p. 393)

Taylor (1985) claimed that humans are not alone in having desires and motives in making
choices. Yet, unlike other animals, humans appear to have the capacity for reflective self-evalua-
tion manifested in second-order desires. These desires are those shaped over time, as in
subjectivities. So, rather than merely being driven by external pressures and sources, individuals
have the capacity to be reflective and evaluative about their societal subjugation, particularly the
immediate suggestion. Therefore, even when confronted with strong social press, the negotiated
process of meaning making deflects or directs individuals into a course of action that may be con-
trary to social suggestion. Through exercising her agency, Hodges (1998) came to reject the kinds
of values that underpin an institutionalised view of child care education. This led her to disassoci-
ate and disidentify with a social practice in which she had participated. Similarly, Fenwick (1998)
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identified women’s exercise of agency as they find meaning in their work, which extends well be-
yond merely selecting options from what is afforded by workplaces. In a workplace that intro-
duced surveillance procedures, individual workers were still able to exercise degrees of freedom
within the constraints of these procedures (O’Doherty & Willmott, 2001). Similarly, a hairdress-
ing salon’s affording a strong, pervasive, and particular form of social guidance that directed the
activities in the salon (e.g., who did what tasks, how they were done, on what basis individuals
were allowed to talk) did not result in the hairdressers’ uncritical acceptance of these demands
(i.e., appropriation). Nor were there uniform responses in the hairdressers’ cognitive representa-
tions of activities and preferences, despite the strong social press (Billett, 2003). These instances
are examples of the exercise of human intentionality and by degree what Foucault (1986) de-
scribed as the care of the self. Indeed, Dawe (1978, as cited in Knights & Willmott, 1989) claimed

In every testimony to the experience of the humanising pressures of modern industrial society, there is
also a testimony to a contrary sense of self, of personal identity, of being human; of what it is or might
be like to be in control of our own lives, to act in and upon the world, to be active human agents. So, in
the name of our personal identities, our personal hopes and projects and longings, in the name of our-
selves, we resist. (pp. 535–536)

So, human agency operates relationally within and through social structures, yet is not neces-
sarily subjugated by them. Individuals may elect to be subjugated by particular social suggestion
and in ways describable as appropriation. Through these relations, individuals are always socially
related, albeit through their subjectivities or more immediate experiences (Bhaskar, 1998). There-
fore, any action that individual agency initiates, including action to transform society, always oc-
curs from a social basis, albeit through an interdependency that is relational. Yet, as Berger and
Luckman (1966) concluded, and Valsiner (1994) proposed, the degree of social subjection en-
countered in the immediate experience is not uniform nor uniformly impelling. It represents a sug-
gestion that may be weaker or stronger depending on its influence or emphasis and significance to
the individual. Everyday, individuals engage with or transgress any number of social practices,
mostly obliviously. This is because they are not key interlocutors. There are social (communities
of) practice in the canteen, shop, and service station that individuals’ engage with fleetingly and as
highly peripheral participants. There are social (communities of) practices in which we engage
with, perhaps, a higher degree of interdependence (e.g., family, our workplace). Just as the social
suggestion is not uniform or easily extended, so too its engagement by individuals might be at best
partial, perhaps because the press may be unknown and unrecognised. For instance, adolescents’
social fads may be lost on their parents. Yet, as with appropriation, we are capable of being volun-
tarily enmeshed by socially derived suggestions particularly when they are consonant with our
subjectivities.

RELATIONAL INTERDEPENDENCE AT WORK

One way to exercise and illuminate the role of individual agency and its relational interdependence
with the social world is to consider how individuals think about and participate in paid work. In re-
search that sought to understand learning in workplace settings, individuals were identified as en-
gaging in a highly committed manner in work that many would view as being low status or low paid
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(e.g., coal-production workers, process workers, call-center workers; Billett, 2002b). Through se-
rial interviews, these workers often reported dissatisfaction with their workplace affordances (e.g.,
conditions and the actions of fellow workers and employers). Yet they also claimed in those inter-
views and demonstrated, through observation, high levels of commitment to and interest in their
work. The sense is of workers who take their work seriously, want to do a good job, and want to be
accepted by their peers as good performers. That is, they engage in this work in ways that exercise
their agency, yet are directed to their subjectivities (e.g., approval of peers) and identity (e.g., seen
as being a good team worker). How should we think about these individuals? Are they cultural
dopes who have been duped into self-exploitation and false consciousness as structural accounts
suggest? Or are these individuals intentionally exercising agency consistent with their identities
and subjectivities? If the former view is taken, it suggests that we should value individuals’ voca-
tional practice and engagement in terms of its extrinsic worth (e.g., its status, standing, purposes).
That is, some forms of work are highly paid, have high status, and are viewed as worthy of individ-
uals’ engagement and the exercise of their interest, passion, desire, and agency, and some are not.

The sociologist Wright Mills (1973) claimed

For most employees, work has a generally unpleasant quality. If there is little Calvinist compulsion to
work among property-less factory workers or clerks, there is also little Renaissance exuberance in the
work of the insurance clerk, freight handler, or department store saleslady. (p. 3)

This view is consistent with what some contemporary accounts have proposed about service
work (e.g., Rifkin, 1995), such as the work of call-center workers. Yet call-center work can be
complex, varied, and subject to skilfulness and the operators working in a collaborative and
agentic way (Billett, 2002b). It can have many qualities that elsewhere enjoy higher pay and sta-
tus. Therefore, valuing work solely by its socially suggested value seems precarious. Salary levels
and status certainly do not assure social or personal worth. From a values perspective, it might be
claimed that auditors’ work is nonemancipatory and, therefore, not worthy of higher education.
This view suggests that individuals’ work should be valued on an objectified measure of social
standing or worth. However, to somebody from a low socioeconomic background or somebody
who achieved poorly at school, becoming an auditor might be personally or socially
emancipatory. Although doctors, lawyers, and accountants are seen as having desirable occupa-
tions and having potentially positive social purposes (like call-center workers), they are not im-
mune to bad practice and the exercise of self-interest. Similarly, although a high degree of
discretion being permitted to workers is often held as being desirable, it too can be a perilous mea-
sure. A trade-union worker, although granted high levels of discretion in work and having work
that was closely aligned to her personal goals and values, was being exploited by the breadth and
discretion her work practice afforded her (Billett et al., 2004). Even though her work was of social
worth, being directed toward social justice, and she enjoyed significant discretion in the scope of
the work, this work made almost intolerable demands upon her.

To propose that conceptions of worthwhile work are confined to that which is highly paid, and
of assumed social benefit, likely renders the majority of workers as engaging in worthless pur-
suits, as Wright Mills (1973) suggested. However, across different kinds of work, individuals
want to be seen as performing effectively, often gaining a sense of identity and sense of self
through their work and its relationship to their lives in the community outside the workplace
(Pusey, 2003). That is, their sense of self and identity is tightly linked to how they think about and
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engage in their work. In one study, a group of men were facing redundancy. Given the shortage of
work in the region that attracted that level of pay and carried similar masculine qualities, the threat
to these workers was more than loss of income. It included their sense of self—their standing as
men in the community (Billett, 2002a). In another study, although claiming that their work was
only a means to an end, workers elaborated in great detail upon just how their work was central to
their identity, sense of self, and standing in the community (Billett & Pavlova, 2005).

Therefore, it seems no more problematic to value work for its worth in terms of individuals’
identity and subjectivities than for its worth in terms of more socially objectified and
commodified purposes, such as societal standing and level of remuneration. Such a view is consis-
tent with that advanced by Dewey (1916), who proposed vocations as being directions in life, a
personal journey linked to individuals’ goals and interests. He proposed that all kinds of human
activity should be seen as being potentially valid vocations, from the practice of professionals, to
the trades, to the act of parenting. The validity resides in what these activities mean to, and how
they suit, individuals engaged in them: how they suit individuals’ senses of self and identity. For
Dewey the opposite of vocation is not leisure, but activity that is aimless and capricious and that
involves dependence on others, rather than cumulative achievement for the individual (Quickie,
1999). To engage in paid pursuits that individuals are not suited to or interested in is to waste indi-
viduals’ potential and is akin to slavery, he argued. Yet, advancing individual agency as a means
through which individuals can be fulfilled is not to absolve social problems such as inequity, nor is
it about creating a false sense of equity, democracy, and fulfillment, and denying alienation
(Ratner, 2000). It is about humanising social relations and social structures, and locating a legiti-
mate and appropriate role for individuals in directing their cognition, learning, and the remaking
of culture.

INDIVIDUALISING THE SOCIAL—SOCIALISING THE INDIVIDUAL

The attempt here is to provide an initial draft and outline of some bases upon which we might
consider interdependence in the relational duality between individuals and their social worlds in
the learning and developing of their vocational practice. It proposes that individuals are subject
to the social world, in its immediate and premediate forms, through a relational interdepen-
dence. Although sidestepping the task of reconciling distinct views about structure and agency,
I propose a more socially inclusive, engaged, and sympathetic view of the individual. The indi-
vidual is often characterised as being in opposition to the social. Cognitive psychological ac-
counts are frequently and perhaps legitimately presented or interpreted in ways that represent
individuals and their minds as being asocial, or without social reference points (Gergen, 1994).
In social–cultural critiques of individualistic orientations to psychological theorising, much is
made of this claim (Bruner, 2001). However, through incorporating premediate influences of
cultural practices over time (e.g., subjectivities), as well as immediate social experience (e.g.,
situational contributions) and postmediate experiences (i.e., how subsequent experiences are
constituted), what comprises the individual in psychological accounts can be reconstituted to
acknowledge that individuals’ cognitive experience is shaped interdependently through their
participation in different and diverse instances of social practice throughout their ontogeneses
(Billett, 1998). Or, as Valsiner (1998) proposed, the individual “simultaneously maintains his
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or her autonomy relative to the given social context, and has become the way he or she is
through the history of such relations” (p. 2).

The concept of development over a life span or ontogeny positions the individual centrally in
the ongoing and related interdependence between cognitive and social experience. This includes
the potential for subjection to or rebuffing of cultural and social suggestions that individuals en-
gage with in different ways and to differing degrees of intensity. Individuals’ idiosyncratic cogni-
tive experience can then be understood as a social outcome (Baldwin, 1930): a history of social
experiences. This offers a more reflexive way of addressing the question of whether change is pre-
mised on individual or social factors, by proposing that changes are wrought in complex, yet rela-
tional interdependences between the two. In the hairdressing salons, there were particular patterns
of procedures that constrained the hairdressers’ selection of possible procedures—“what we do
here is.” However, more authorised individuals (i.e., owners and managers) exercised solutions
outside of the salons’ norms (Billett, 2003). That is, they were socially sanctioned and legitimised
to exercise their agency in their choice of procedures, which were public and observable, in ways
that junior staff was not permitted. Regardless, all the hairdressers were able to exercise their
agency in the negotiations with their clients, the selection of options within the prescribed hair
treatments. Evident in their choice of treatments were the individually preferred procedures
whose preferential status was sourced in earlier experiences (i.e., the premediate).

Therefore, the individual can be seen as being socially shaped ontogenetically, albeit in ways
rendered unique by their personal histories of self-construction. This may help in elaborating and
understanding how the individual and social agency interact (relationally) with consequences for
ontogenetic development, and the generational transformation of societies and communities. Yet,
even when there is sympathy between the cognitive and the social experience, as in appropriation,
there is likely to be misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and differences in constructs. Human
agency and cognition is neither uncritical nor limitless, nor is it machine-like or wholly “rational.”
Instead, it is selective, discriminating, and mediating, yet at times just plain woolly, just like our
intentions and energies. However, although the degree of individual autonomy in transforming
knowledge remains contested, it has been proposed here that more than being able to select from
social suggestion, individuals likely have the capacity to shape their development and remake cul-
tural practice in transformative ways.

In sum, relations between the individual and the social world might best be understood as those
between ontogeny and history are understood, as operating in parallel and through negotiation,
where the immediate and premediate coalesce and shape the postmediate experience. It is these
relations that are continually engaged in remaking and reproducing cultural and social practice, as
in vocational practice and learning.
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