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Structure, Agency, and Strategy Among Tenants in India

Abstract

This paper arises from the Global Poverty Research Group, under which I have conducted fieldwork about land rental relationships in rural south India.  The paper introduces strategies as a solution to the theorists’ dilemma of choice vs. constraints with particular respect to rural tenants' decisions.  My aim is to treat tenants (as both households and as individual agents) in their structural contexts whilst respecting the complexity and co-mutuality of their agency.

In theorising agency, I point out that the strategies that people use involve an orientation to current and future events, including possible events which are imagined or which could happen.  Both structural relationships and concrete past incidents act as reference points for decisions made today in a given relationship.  This orientation creates a context for immediate decision-making as well as a context for reflection and deliberation. The strategies of tenants include being pliable vis à vis landlords but some tenants make this conditional upon landlords’ proper behaviour.  Agents negotiate and enforce proper behaviour and thus both create and change the system of norms that exists.  In Macintyre’s  terms (1985), the virtues intrinsic to the socio-economic practices are continually being re-worked.  In the paper, I reframe this in dynamic structure-agency terms. 
Agents are not simply individuals.  The debate about rational choice vs. holism can be augmented by looking at agency supra-individualistically.  The strategy of a household is an emergent property of the household as an agent. It includes detailed first-order strategies along with more reflective second-order strategies which reconcile goals in the education, migration, household work, and marriage domains.  The paper is thus interdisciplinary and contributes to sociology while pluralistically drawing upon other disciplines.

1 Introduction

This field based research set out to study what variations exist in the mixture of choice and constraint factors that are felt to influence people’s decisions about their work, occupational status, and land management. This was intended to be a question of agency vs. structure.  A further question arose: Is the creation of norms for proper behaviour something that the tenant can control?  By phrasing the tenants’ work decisions in terms of strategies of agents, I am able to decompose the routine action and see into what lies behind it.  There is some evidence that a struggle over norms is taking place between tenants and landlords. The aim of this paper is to spell out how an agent’s interests can be usefully described after the researcher has a clear grasp of the mutuality of household members and their shared strategy, as well as the complex interaction of first- and second-order strategies that they have at a point in time. Compared with most sociology, the topic is highly economic.  But compared with some ‘sociology of economic life’, my approach is innovative as it does not presume either individualism or economic rationality.
The methodology used is retroduction in which we iteratively ask ‘why do we observe this’ and ‘why did someone describe what we observed that way?’ until deeper knowledge is obtained than that available through the review of literature. The study in 2006 is based upon a random sample of 115 households who were surveyed with questionnaires in 1994. More analysis and writing up is planned during 2007. Future research will be able to look at strategies and the choices within them in more detail using a variety of innovative methods.  Ethnography of the longer-term sort will be very useful, and the current research is just a pilot study which indicates the direction that the next piece of field work should take.  It is possible to use statistical methods, too, to study strategies; this method will be used in a separate study of housewifisation strategies.
The two ontological tricks used here are to define (a) ‘agents’ and (b) ‘strategies’ very carefully.  First,  a) define an ‘agent’ in a way that does not isolate each agent away from the others.  Perceive that they are mutually interpenetrating.  A wife’s existence is in part co-extent with the experiences and body of her husband.  Since she may feel this way, and he may feel this way, it is good to recognise it as a reality.  Of course the words that describe it do not easily do justice to this interpenetration.  A job for philosophers is to put more refined words onto my idea of the co-penetrating person, couple, household, family, village, caste, NGO, government and state.  
Because both ‘people’ and ‘larger-scale agents’ – e.g. couples - deliberate, muse, consider, feel, discuss, sense, change, and so on, it is not simple to use language in a way that is not liable to be taken as if it were individualist.  Try to read my verbs as post-individualistic verbs.  “The household chose a strategy of renting in some wet land to grow sugar”.  Of course actually somebody said that was the strategy.  They were an individual human body when they said it. But the saying-it moment isn’t the decisive moment.  The decisive moment came before that, in a mute ‘we moment’ of decision or change.  What ‘he’ means is “We had sold off our own land and migrated, then came back with money to buy bulls, so this year we chose a strategy of renting in some wet land to grow sugar to utilise our new bulls”.  A close study is being undertaken of the 39 verbatim interviews. They are translated into English for a typed version.
The Telugu language has a particular focus on the collective agent. In Telugu, special words for ‘we’ remind the outsider about the importance of collective agents in the state of Andhra Pradesh.  The word Meemu means ‘we but not you’, whereas the commonly used ‘manamu’ means ‘we including you to whom I’m speaking’.  In practice, in village Telugu, saying “Meemu…” is almost a preparation for an argument.  It hints that the speaker is going to oppose what someone else did.  Manamu, on the other hand, has rich connotations of cooperation, co-existence, peace and sharingness.  ‘We all don’t have enough money’ ‘we all join in the self-help group’ (manamandariki dubbulu leevu, manamandaru SHGloo vunnaamu). (hypothetical cases are used in this paragraph).
b) Secondly, as an ontological innovation – well known in management studies but less studied in the sociology of economic life – specify what is meant by a ‘strategy’.  In section 3 I specify how strategies link up with social practices, habitus, and social structural causal mechanisms. Drawing upon the ontological work of Elder Vass (2005, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c, 2007d), I suggest that the change of a strategy arises in the context of specific past events, and not just from ongoing structures.  Each new strategy and each new action is a cause of more emergent events.  Sometimes this leads to changed structures.  From the reactions we observe to our actions, an agent may decide to revise a strategy.  In its nature a strategy is somewhat fluid.  But ontologists find that some social structures are in general rather durable, and so it is with strategies, too.  Once we get committed to a strategy, and invest resources of time, energy, and ethical co-feeling into it, we become unwilling or unable to easily shift out of that strategy. These commitments grow and fade over time.  Sudden events can cause a strategy to disappear; in the poverty literature many observers note that ill health changes everything and shifts households downward to more desperate strategies (Kothari and Hulme, 2005). Death, of course, galvanizes change in family strategies. But since these sudden events are not wholly unforeseeable, wise people develop robust responsive strategies. Some people are wise and far-seeing.  Some have complex ethical stances which enable them to respond gently to sudden events; others have weak or inconsistent ethical stances which make them get rushed, inflamed, fearful or tense at moments of exogenous change.
Ontology – the theory of being, the theorising of things that exist – assumes that we can know something about the existence of these things which comprise our social world.  In that sense Archer, Giddens, Bourdieu, Sayer (1992) and Elder Vass are all ontologists.
  Whether one has a good ontology or not may be a question that can only be settled using empirical data.  Elder Vass has gone so far as to suggest that only regional ontologies – those specific to a particular context – can be examined for their worthiness.  Yet philosophers do make more abstract comments about ontology in general.  A realist ontology, for example, could suffer from excessive essentialism.  A strong constructivist ontology has hardly any scope for falsification moments.  The ontology generally applied here is that known as scientific realism (Williams, 2005, 2006).
My main conclusion in the paper is that ontic mutuality is often misunderstood when treated via methodological individualism (by the ‘choice’ school) and via structures or structural constraint (by the ‘constraint’ school). This has implications for a number of procedures used by social scientists from day to day, such as interpretation of meanings, the study of causes, and making generalisations.  
There is much to recommend in the two theoretical schools that I began with (Olsen, 2006a) – neoclassical economic theory with an ontological realism; and Marxism, in which structures exist and people act according to class and gender interests.  However I want to explore the notion of the agent that is needed for a reconciliation of these two schools.  Specifically, neither individualism nor structuralism is simply assumed here.
In this sense, then, the methodological innovation is two-fold.  Firstly it is to suggest that the iteration from theory to data and back can begin with a contextualised location and time, not with theory.  Secondly it is to suggest a specific innovation with regard to the assumptions one makes about agents and the nature of their strategies.

This builds upon an existing theory of practices (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, et al., eds, 2001), upon which I will draw. According to this theory, practices exist socially, have internal values which reflect and describe expertise, are taken up with differing degrees of commitment by participants, and change over time. Some practices bear social status and others are a marker of low social status. The theory of practices aims to ensure that erroneous assumptions of individualism and rational-choice are not inserted into the study of social practices.  For instance, when studying sport we wouldn’t assume boys just ‘choose’ sport, but that doing competitive sport helps them achieve a strong masculinity; when studying reading we would recognise that some reading practices have a ‘highbrow’ level of social status (e.g. reading a large newspaper), while others don’t; and so on.  Practices are socially located, temporally specific, and grounded in a particular region and language. So are strategies. Doing practices sometimes tends to have unanticipated or unintended effects in some circumstances.  By introducing agents’ strategies I will begin to unravel the issue of intended effects and reasoning.
2 Methods and Data

The research began with a literature review and the analysis of secondary data (National Sample Survey 55th round) on tenants’ declared range of work patterns.  These labour data may perhaps be inaccurate with regard to land rentals.  The overall percentage of adult respondents who were in households that rented in land in 1999 was 5% in Punjab and Gujarat, 6% in Maharashtra, 10% in Uttar Pradesh and Karnataka, and 16% in both Andhra Pradesh and in Orissa.  Thus considerable land rental is reported in the NSS 1999, although as a proportion of total arable land these percentages are much lower.  (Author’s calculations using the NSS primary data.)

Nevertheless where tenancy is recorded, it is likely to be associated with valid records of the labour use of real tenants.  In causal terms the NSS data are instances, and can instantiate arguments about the causal mechanisms leading to tenants doing paid, informal, domestic or no work.  What we are missing is the full range of such cases, since there is very likely to be underreporting.  Background reports on land tenancy in rural India have been published elsewhere (Olsen, 2006a, 2007, 2008).
Using realist assumptions the research moved into a qualitative mixed-methods stage, reported here.  35 interviews took place in Telugu and most were digitally recorded.   A quota sample of respondents was drawn from an existing village survey in which 1994-95 household income details were recorded. The longitudinal follow-up method gives us a detailed background from which to work in framing the questions.  It also increases rapport and trust, since there had been no negative consequences of being in the 1994-5 survey. 
The venue is one village of Ramasamudram Taluk and one from Punganur Taluk of Chittoor District, southern Andhra Pradesh, India.  This place gets only 860 mm of rainfall per year, usually spread over about 8 or 10 days in the monsoon seasons July and October.  The two villages were surveyed in 1994-1996 and have 550 households in total, of which 60 each (total 120) were selected for research in 1995 using both interviews and a questionnaire survey (ESRC data archive study number 3927; Olsen, 1997).  From these 120 households, there were at that time 35 tenant households.  Of these, about half held some land of their own.  Many were poor, although not as poor as some landless non-tenant families.

The present choice of 39 households for in-depth study has placed some stress on getting the tenants of 1995 to reply to questionnaires and interviews.  Being a tenant was not used as a quota sampling criterion.  Instead, it was left open whether a sampled household was a tenant or not.  But the sampling had to include 4 women and 4 men from different households that each own some land (besides the house plot) and who do paid labour, a quota sampling method which will tend to catch tenants.  The next target group was 4 women and 4 men from landless households who do paid labour. These people tend to be very poor and often try to rent land with varying success.  In addition, 4 women and 4 men were sought from households that own some land but who do not do paid labour (which tends to catch landlords and merchant households), but very few of these agreed to be interviewed; and 4 women and 4 men from households that are landless, and who do not do paid labour, e.g. shopkeeper households.  The results of the sampling are described in separate papers (Olsen and Neff, 2007). In practice both members of a couple were often present for the interviews. A wide range of ages 18-50 were included amongst these people.  Further interviews took place with informants and interested parties who wanted to tell their stories to the researchers. A questionnaire was used to collect background data and about ten attitudes (on Likert scales) in Telugu from each household’s representative.  The representative was either the male or female partner of the main married couple of the household.  No unmarried female household heads were in the qualitative sub-sample of 35 people.
The quota sampling method creates great contrasts between respondents.  Some come from the same household however, and couples could, if they wish, be interviewed together.  Most did wish this. A revisit to each household to check on the data and to augment the initial interview was planned, subject to funds (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000).
After the interviews are translated into English they were typed, with some words being typed in transliterated Telugu (e.g.  ee  uuruloo manamu svantabhoomi kaadu.  Bhoomi tiisukoodaniiki kauruku tiisukoovatsee.  In this hamlet, no one has land.  To get land you have to sharecrop.)   The project includes about 700 pages of text in NVIVO software.  Both individuals and households are being annotated as sets of ‘cases’ in this data.

Analysing the data will take two procedures iteratively.  Firstly, discourse analysis is being conducted to see what patterns of discourse are dominant in this context (and hence, what are the rules and norms of discourse about the topics in the interview plan).  Assumptions made about discourse – as evidence of the underlying social reality - are described by Olsen (2005a). Secondly, the specific and rather Western discourse of choice vs. constraint, found in the three models that were described in the review of literature, is being explored by looking for parallels, analogies, metaphors and similarities in the interview texts.  In other words we are studying the hypothesis that a choice discourse is present among the tenants of this part of rural India.  
We are also looking for evidence of constraints as described by Marxist writers (e.g. Athreya, 1990; Bhaduri, 1983) or as described by feminists (Folbre, 1995; Swaminathan, 2002).  There has been a synergy of findings about complex agency.  If agency is complex, and strategies utilize discourse but the strategies are not always cognitive or explicit, then discourse analysis will not be a sufficient method for analysing the data.  We also have to study the household cases as wholes.  For this reason a realist case study method is being used here (Ragin, 1987). We work backward from the case evidence to what strategies agents must have that are causing them to present this evidence.
3 Strategies
A strategy is an orientation, involving discursive elements, ethical elements and judgements, about the various goals and the practices that would lead to those goals, in a variety of fields. By contrast, a practice is a socially normed and patterned set of activities (Warde, 2003; Reckwitz, 2002).  Practices have internal values which are usually culturally embedded norms; they invoke local expert knowledge; and they involve the interaction of physical and non-physical elements in a durable pattern of changes that has predictable outcomes.  Practices such as land rental have share-cropping norms, institutionalised contracts, and a transfer of rent in the form of bags of peanuts or rice at harvest-time.  The transfer is not just a movement of grain, but a transfer of ownership at the same time.  Thus a practice is an institutionalised set of norms.  Nevertheless over longer periods of time, practices are in a process of change.  Strategies help to make practices change in particular ways, but strategies are acted out by invoking existing or new practices.  Thus the two interact through time.
The theory of Figure 1 refers to a literature on practices (Warde, 2003, 2005; Macintyre, 1985; Beynon, 1994, etc.) which makes the important point that in the study of practices the human behaviour is usually seen as patterned, predetermined, and given. In sociology, people are often seen to participate in the practice as ‘normal’ for the practice (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Nice, 1977).  In a theory of strategies, though, we don’t assume that everyone engages with practices for similar purposes or in the same way. We are going to view divergence from norms very carefully because deviance helps to cause change in ‘normal’ practices.
Let us consider a strategy to be the orientation that an agent has toward future possibilities in which they declare one main aim and realise that several subsidiary events must or may occur, prior to that event, in order to make it come about.  Strategies give meaning to specific practices.  Take intra-Indian labour migration, for example.  Across the huge state of Andhra Pradesh, with 75m people, and along a huge social spectrum, people have different reasons for migrating. Migration is a strategy that means different things to different people. It appears, when studying migration, that we can essentialise it into a single thing, put borders around it, say what it is and what is not migration, and then count it.  But this is not an adequate account of migration as a strategy. There are a million migration strategies.  There are also many meanings for the same action taken with a strategic context.  Thus in sociology, good research will not simply look at actions, or at their normal social meanings as accepted practices, but also at thoughts about actions.  Furthermore it will not just look at practices, but at the meaning of practices within specific strategic contexts.  
The agent can now be seen as both doing and at the same time observing themselves doing the various actions and practices that are involved in a particular strategy.  There is no presumption that all agents are reflexive in a cognitive sense when they use strategies.  Some people are reflexive, some couples have a lot of discussion and are thus ‘deliberative’, and others are neither deliberative nor reflexive (Archer, 2000).  My past field research in Britain, Sri Lanka, Ghana, and India has suggested that self-validation practices are very widespread.  Every action has a reason; with the reasons stated it is or was rational; mistakes do happen; mature people accept these and learn from them.  A healthy mental state will usually produce consistent stories about past strategies.
To give one example, we interviewed an older man (pseudonym Bangarappa, or Goldman) who received a gift of a cow from his daughter (Case 1 in Appendix 1).  This daughter bought the cow for the father to reduce his poverty and lessen his dependence upon landlords. The cow gift changed all Bangarappa’s labour strategies from that moment onward.  The commitment to have a cow was not entered into lightly. The decision involved some prior discussion, it linked the two households – his and hers, since she is long since married with children - , and it was consistent with Bangarappa having no land to engage his farming expertise sufficiently.  Bangarappa was pulled into a modern economic activity – a milch cow production strategy – by his extended family who brought his interests into their own strategy.  He would have preferred to grow crops, but he had had problems with his main landlord and he was faced with drought conditions on his own small plot.
Thus a theory of strategies is a contribution to sociology that goes beyond structuralist approaches to social norms.

4 Second-Order Strategies

An agent’s second-order strategy is an orientation (which leads to specific actions) that encompasses and deals with several other strategies.  We can distinguish 1st-, 2nd- and 3rd-order strategies.  1st-order strategies are relative to an agent’s specific location, possibilities, and goals, and the possible actions that lead toward one of their main goals.  One will inevitably have several 1st-order strategies at the same time. At the next level there must be several second-order strategies, e.g. one to reconcile one’s action in the education field with one’s decisions about child labouring; one to reconcile the savings strategy (if any) with the spending on education (if any); and one to reconcile the decisions about  paid work with those about domestic work. Thus one might investigate the ‘male breadwinner model’ of the household as a 2nd-order strategy for reconciling a set of 1st-order work strategies.  In India, the breadwinner model often implies, in addition, a 1st-order strategy of employing a maid to clean the dishes and perhaps do some food cleaning work and sweeping.  Thus the 2nd-order strategies have embedded in them some norms about the typical range of social practices that make the strategy feasible.

To think about second-order strategies, an agent requires four characteristics (see Figure 1):

1) A certain amount of reflexivity, because one needs to consider how possible future difficulties or opportunities in each 1st-order strategy may have implications for adjusting the 2nd-order strategy.  
2) A capacity to consider over a wider scope than that which is dealt with explicitly in each 1st-order strategy. One might consider several ‘fields’ in Bourdieu’s sense.
3) A capacity to consider a range of agents, which are likely to be inter-penetrating (e.g. self, partner, couple, children, and household for example).  Each agent may be perceived to have a particular interest, and thus conflicts of interest may need to be articulated and reconciled.
4) Recognising interests implies also forecasting foreward some possible injuries or advantages for each concerned party.  The ethics of considering harm to self and others will be invoked by most agents.  However they may prioritise the harm to ‘nearer and dearer’ agents over harm or risks to those further away. This sense of nearness is an aspect of identity which affects one’s morality and is linked up to one’s strategic decisions.  Since none of the italicised factors listed here are necessarily an individual characteristic, nor can interests simply be reduced to the desires or needs of individuals, discussion of the boundaries of the agent will go hand in hand with discussion of the harm and benefit that may result from the 2nd-order strategy.
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Figure 1:  Characteristics of Agents Who Have 1st-order, 2nd-order, and 3rd-order Strategies (Concentric Circles Moving Outward)
In Figure 1 I illustrate the capabilities of agents – in a rather abstract way – as they contribute to the ability to generate 1st, 2nd and 3rd order strategies.  All human agents can have 1st order strategies.  With our powers of language and communication, we are also able socially to develop empathy, considerate-ness, and a widening scope for our strategic thinking.  Future research might extend the analysis of strategies by comparing this analysis with other theories of human capabilities associated with Nussbaum and Sen, among others, in development sociology.  Most importantly, some aspects of public behaviour such as image-making and conflict resolution tactics appear now as important outcomes of the work of 3rd order strategic thinking.  Thus strategic thinking is an emergent property of all agents, but 2nd and 3rd order strategic thinking are rather special and are open to scrutiny in ways that involve social dialogue.  
In summary, 2nd-order strategies are orientations toward sets of 1st-order strategies of self and others.  The 2nd-order strategy that is best is one which is consistent, wide in scope, handles the needs of numerous agents, and is consistent with the ethics of the agent who is making a decision. In the process of reaching a 2nd-order strategy, sometimes a larger agent is effectively (though not necessarily permanently) formed.

Among the ethical overtones of the 2nd order strategy, a sense of self-approval develops.  Furthermore an additional undertone of disappointment is also likely to exist, because some 1st-order strategic options have to be closed off for the moment.  These neglected 1st-order strategies might have been desired by some or all the people who are in/of this ‘agent’.  I am not denying the reality or potential of conflicts of interest, but enriching how they are ontologically theorised.
Because 2nd-order and 3rd-order strategies involve deliberation across and within agents, they involve complex moral reasoning. Dealing with felt harm or disappointment is part of the mature consideration that takes place.

The kind of reasoning that is involved here has been dealt with explicitly by transformative theorists in the health and human sciences who do damage limitation and who try to increase health of those suffering from guilt, depression, conflict, and other so-called “abnormalities”  of daily life.   Research has happened in a number of multidisciplinary contexts about unhealthy mental states.  This research includes the transformative approach to human health of Reason and Rowan (1981), the realist approach to human capabilities of Nussbaum (1993, 1999),  the interpersonal psychology of John Heron (1998, 2000), some writings of Singer (notably 1981) and the humanist approach to counselling associated with Rogers (1980). Extending the logic of healing through catharsis, we can look at the future with a view to generating positive mental states and healthy social (mutual) wellbeing. Heron (2000 and 2001) argues that cathartic moments of self-analysis and revelation, as well as deliberation facilitated by newcomers who are caring toward the agent, are very useful in generating constructive change .  In general, these five schools of psychology will tend to promote what Archer calls morphogenesis (Archer, 2000).  Traditionally the sociology of norms has, instead, focused on morphostatis (acts that keep things the same), or functionalism.  In other words Heron and Archer promote progressive change. 
In conclusion, the great 2nd-order strategies are not just the ones that work, ex post.  They are also the ones that carry insights, resolve tension, solve problems and seek mutuality amidst potential conflicts of interest. 
5 Third Order Strategic Thinking

At an even higher level, we reach the point where agents are aware of how their 2nd-order and 1st-order strategies come across to others .  They begin to care about how the strategies of other units that comprise, cooperate with, or compete with them interweave with their own strategies.  Public presentations of one’s 2nd-order strategy take special forms that have rhetoric and posturing added in to ensure not only that one has self-approval but also that an agents obtains the approval of others.  Care for one’s appearance and reputation enter in.  To develop a 3rd order strategy, apart from all the requirements of 2nd order deliberation, one also needs:

· A capacity to imagine others disapproving of how one has placed oneself.

· An ability to imagine portraying oneself as either honest, or as open but with secret and private parts, or as totally private.  According to this portrayal, one decides how much of one’s various strategies to reveal.  One discusses how one wants to appear to be honest (or not). Quite a bit of impression management may take place over time.

· A capacity to imagine others helping one to achieve one’s various goals.  Managing people and other agents becomes part of a 3rd –order strategy. Some work is delegated to others within co-mutual wholes.
· Locatedness – as before at the 1st-order and 2nd-order strategic levels.

· An even wider scope than at the lower levels since the interests of each agent in each field must be dealt with either by internalising them or externalising them.  Conflicts must be dealt with somehow.  Governance at the local and national level obviously has this 3rd-order strategic nature.
· Processual or substantive criteria for well-being.
· Processual or substantive criteria for handling disputes.

· Processual or substantive criteria for the scope of ethical content.

· Examples include government policy treatments of various rural issues like child labour, self-help groups, and land assignment to poor people.  To take one example, the assignment of land to poor rural people is an initiative embarked upon with renewed vigour in Andhra Pradesh during 2007.

In summary up to now I have described 1st-, 2nd- and 3rd-order strategic thinking.  There is no need to go further because the work of governance and decisionmaking at national and international levels can be fully dealt with and described under the 3rd-order strategy heading.  Thus direct linkages can be made between what is assumed about local agents (within large-scale policy strategies) and what reasons people might have for participating in schemes as part of their own 1st or 2nd-order strategies. It is  now possible to link up complex moral reasoning of the ‘academic’ kind, which tends to be over-arching, comprehensive, based upon counterfactuals and hypothetical futures, and imaginative, with local moral reasoning of the ‘lay’ kind.  Both involve the use of our full capacity for human agency (reflexivity, located-ness, imaginativeness, empathy, and collective embeddedness).  
6 Ontologically Rich Agents:  A Case Study
The agent referred to in the tenancy literature is usually a household.  However in studies of casual employment it is usually a person.  See Olsen (2006b), where I review the literature from economics and I criticise its tendency to oversimplify either ‘agency’ at the poles of individualism (in neoclassical economics) or structuralism (Indian Marxist economics).  My aim here is to conceive the agent more carefully and thus to improve on the existing schools of thought.  This is a typical sociological contribution, but not one which has yet emerged as prominent in the Indian tenancy debate.
Let us begin from reflecting on a story about one worker, Yasmeen (see also Appendix 1).  She is a Muslim without any land, and farming work is the main activity that she knows about. Her marriage to a Hindu is just one part of the story but it does help to see the semi-freedom that the two adults had in getting married.  Furthermore, as a result of their marriage strategy, the Reddy husband was barred from inheriting any property, and Yasmeen was not able to give any dowry.  The couple have got two grandsons living with them.  These two sons (of the couple’s son), aged 15 and 17, are not doing farming work.  Instead there is a clear statement that “she wants to see their grandsons in good positions”. Both boys are in or above high school and still studying. The family has no bicycle and so these boys have walked to the bus stop 1 km away to get to school for many years. The implied preference for office work for the two young boys was re-emphasised when Yasmeen responded that she’d like “very much” for her son to work as a salaried worker.  In these villages, it is common for people to think it is prestigious and well-paid to work as a salaried office worker.  A new set of social norms, which did not exist among workers in the 1980s, places high value upon educating young village boys and ensuring that they obtain office work rather than doing manual work.  Only a few boys from the villages succeed in getting such work. The norms do not necessarily apply to girls, but they do apply to those girls that perform well at school and to those whose parents can easily afford the time to let the girl study.  

In the case of Yasmeen, her own offspring do agricultural labour but at the stage of having grandsons she is ready to work very hard to ensure that they continue their education. Yasmeen tends to two cows every day, walking them around in search of grass, watering them three times a day, keeping them safe.  This case illustrates a shift in strategy for the labour market entry of young people between the generation into which Yasmeen (age 45) was born, and her husband’s (age 55), versus the one born in the last two decades.  In the 1960s nearly all the workers and farmers would have normally expected their sons to become workers or farmers. Larger farmers and landlords were the only families who might aspire to send their children to work in offices. Yet it is not true to suggest that all workers have this office-work strategy.  Instead the strategy is a particular preference of this household toward which specific household members have decided to work, invoking a number of social practices (such as paying tuition fees, concurring in the strategy, keeping a light on in the hut in the evenings, and encouraging study).

Explicitly stating or proposing a strategy requires some knowledge about what causes the outcome to occur and of what that outcome is or would be like. One must also be willing to engage  in actions in the short term which will – we think – lead to that outcome.  Thus strategies have a visionary quality to them.  

At the end of the interview, she told us that she wants to see their grandsons in good positions and would not mind to leave the village to join them in a city. (fieldnotes, WO, 2007)
Yasmeen’s vision includes leaving the village some day.  This may be surprising, since a sociologist might expect farming women to teach their sons to become farming men.  This assumption would seem to logically flow from Bourdieu’s term habitus if we assume that agents perpetuate the existing occupational structure as they raise their children.

The concept of habitus touches upon the habitual and socially normed nature of many social practices.  These practices, such as farming, are not just embodied habits of individual humans. Instead the practices invoke and rest upon social norms. We break the norms and diverge from normal institutions only whilst having a sense of bravery or risk because there will be amazement or disapproval when others realise that we have surprised them.  In a sense that is our reference point for ‘normal’ behaviour. The role of a sociologist is not only to describe ‘normal’ behaviour but also to understand deviations and creativity, like Yasmeen’s aspirations.  My conception of agency needs to allow for both normal and non-normal behaviour, and hence for both conformity and resistance.  Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, one might suggest, does not allow for the person to have a ‘vision’ or a unique hopeful dream.  Instead Bourdieu tends to be interpreted as a structuralist for whom habits are a confining set of social-cum-personal norms.  (The interpretation of Bourdieu on this point is contested.  Recent works have perceived more creativity in human agency, and less of ‘habit’, even while applying Bourdieu’s theory of habitus and field.  See O’Mahoney, 2006.)
But Yasmeen definitely refers regularly to her particular vision. (Like many women, her vision is relatively selfless and child-focused, but let us notice that her husband shares the vision and they both want a good – different – lifestyle for their children’s children.)  Like Yasmeen, other respondents also showed that they do have visions and long-term goals.  In some ways an interview is likely to elicit explicit strategies even if there were no (or little) cognition about the strategies beforehand.  In this way strategies, like ‘practices’ and ‘habits’, are things about which people can talk when asked, yet the existence of the ‘strategy’ does not depend upon cognition.  Agency then refers to the choice of strategy (first-order choice) and also to the choice of response when facing a challenge to success (second-order choice).  There are many second-order responses, and an ethical judgement about changing the strategy could also be considered a second-order strategy in itself.  Thus, if one is an agent if one can have strategies about strategies, and vice versa.

Finally having a strategy is like holding an ethical opinion about what should take place.  A strategy is not binding but it gives coherence to one’s view of events.  One’s own actions and others’ actions can be (and are) judged from the viewpoint of the various strategies that one holds.  These orientations are similar to ‘preferences’ but different from the connotations of the word ‘preferences’ in that they are subject to revision, are open to change over time, are based on wishes or desires rather than merely a forecast of the future, and finally are a guide to good action.

But not all agents are humans. And for this reason, as well as because of inarticulateness and because it is impossible to reflect on all strategies simultaneously, we are not always deliberate and explicit about strategies. Therefore it is important to step back one stage and look at who the agents are.  The ‘agent’ in the tenancy arrangements – in which, for example, the muslim woman Yasmeen also engages – is not a single individual, so it can’t be simply a matter of cognitively thinking all this over.  The agent is neither the man nor the woman of a couple. Instead the person is placed in agentive deliberative contexts where they have to speak and communicate about possible strategies. People then act upon the agreed mutual strategy.
Therefore it is worth revising our concept of ‘the agent’ to widen it in five ways, as shown in Figure 2.  The work of feminists like Kabeer (1994) also supports this approach to the human agent.  Kalpagam (1994), too, sees people as embedded in collective agents and also reflecting on their situation.  In development ethics, too, individualism is shunned and new modes of ethically well-informed analysis are desired (Gasper, 2004).  So my proposition that an agent is a complex decision maker, not necessarily human but often composed of some humans and some other elements, is not new or original.
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Figure 2: Ontological Depth of Human Agency

In the case of Yasmeen, her hopes and wishes do not include continuing to be a tenant farmer. She and her sister in law are scathing about the prospects for tenant farming. They feel that they can’t make gains from it. They prefer to do agriculture where they own the land (as shown when we asked them about this; their reaction to how well do you like to do tenancy was ‘do not like it’, whereas for own-land farming ‘like it’ and for hiring in other workers to do the agricultural operations ‘like it’ (2, 4 and 4 respectively on 5-point Likert scales).  With regard to their children’s work, they could only comment on boy children [who are now married and moved away] not on girl children’s work, and Yasmeen stated that they ‘strongly dislike’ to have their son do agricultural casual labouring.

It appears that this couple are seeing their land instrumentally, and that their  main aim in doing tenancy is to get money.  This is not their only aim in life, however.  They also want to get the two grandsons educated, and get them into good jobs.  Whilst this requires money, it also requires many other things.  For instance night time study when Yasmeen is very tired, and running a kerosene lamp whenever the electricity stops. They do not closely supervise the grandson’s book work but they encourage and enable it.  Their domestic work and caring work practices are all wrapped up into achieving the medium term strategy of boys’ education and the long term job strategy.

What are the competing concepts of agency found in the neoclassical literature and in Marxism?  These points were discussed in earlier works, where I took the position that a tolerant pluralism across theories was useful (as an a priori) for two reasons: 1) mixed methods research can illuminate the ways in which each theory is either consistent with reality or false; and 2) there is a political sphere within which the dynamics of theoretical disputes takes place.  The researcher who wants to engage in the power dynamics of theory choice will see themselves as strategically placed to comment both negatively and positively on the competing theories (Olsen, 2006a). One might first of all explore whether they are accurate about causal mechanisms that bring about important outcomes, and the four main theories of Indian tenancy markets certainly succeed on this front:  neoclassical theory with its utility maximising actors can be adapted for various situations (using ‘exogenous’ factors where the theory fails!); new institutionalist theory includes many things, and helps us seek explanations by asking why the observed outcomes occurred; Indian Marxist political economy tells many truths about bonded labour, tenancy, and rural work relationships generally; and finally the fourth school, Gender and Development (GAD), offers an illumination of how gender roles are changed or perpetuated.  Thus there are four competing schools, yet none is fully falsified on this first hurdle of having some explanatory power.

Then we turn to the second way to comment negatively or positively about the existing theories.  In a new paper I describe how positive connotations may flavour theorists’ descriptions of real events, such as employing men with bullocks to do ploughing (Olsen, 2007).  In this case a positive ‘undertone’ arises because the work is high paid and so the household that has bullocks is found to be alleviating their own poverty by earning this wage. It’s not an explicit or even logical normative conclusion from the evidence about hiring men to do ploughing with bulls (see Skoufias, 1995).  But implicitly this positive valuation begins to creep in and be carried across to Skoufias’ reader.  Meanwhile for employers, the disadvantages of using men-with-bullocks to plough are becoming evident in the village scenes in Chittoor District:  men must be managed; men bargain over the wage-rate; bullocks have to be fed; the cost of bulls is rising due to water shortage; fodder costs have risen; the men want higher wages for this.  Tractors can sometimes be cheaper.  To a neoclassical economist, everyone makes rational choices and the market will find an optimum price and quantity of bullock labour if there is no intervention.  But rationality fails to adequately describe agents’ behaviour in these situations, nor does it deal with the fundamental conflict of interest between employer and worker in the tenancy relationship.  The well-known difficulties with neoclassical economics have not yet been successfully challenged by offering a sociological alternative.

The ‘theory of strategies’ approach that I’m suggesting here would help to resolve this tension a little bit.  The researcher needs to see the positive connotations of both ‘using tractors’ and ‘using bullocks’ for all 3 parties concerned.  Knowledge of these three positions, with their typical ‘located-ness’, will help us make an overview statement about (1) why the outcomes that occurred were dominant, and (2) what normative connotations to attach to various aspects of the outcome.  Our normative connotations will be explicit, and need not hide any more as implicit nods of approval. But the normative connotations of us as author are not the same as those of the agents involved as actors. To most sociologists this will come as no surprise but in economics there is very little training in the meta-reasoning that is required.  


Figure 3:  Strategies Interact with Practices
7 Discussion

In discussing the cases which were used to illustrate a rich ontology of agents’ strategies, three main points can be made. These contribute toward an extension of the sociology of economic life to include the study of agents’ strategies.
Firstly, there is more research to be done. The framework which links social structures, habitus, practices, and strategies is open to further development and refinement in itself.  It also needs to be fleshed out with local details of strategies in the context of specific regional ontologies, e.g. comparing southern Andhra Pradesh with the situation further north where migration to Mumbai is much more common.  A single State within India demonstrates both comparability and contrasts once the blank spaces of the theoretical framework begin to be filled in. Bourdieu calls this the ‘transposability’ of theory (in Bourdieu and Nice, Pascalian Meditations 2000).
Secondly, the interlinkage of gendered social structures with institutions and strategies was evident throughout the analysis.  This was not an a priori assumption.  Gender entered when roles were mentioned, acted out, or invoked within specific household tenancy strategies.  Gendered labouring stereotypes were also evident in the division of labour both in paid and unpaid work.  Best illustrating this, Yasmeen cooked and did field work and also supervised her grandsons’ studies. A gender analysis of strategies will bring men’s relations with women into the public eye, even if it involves talking about “women’s” invisibilised work and considering that work as a joint responsibility. Theorising gender roles and norms has to be done in a non-individualistic way, and this is a challenge for sociology.
Thirdly the surprising finding of this report is that people do not simply act out the roles that are socially expected for a given position in society.  Instead, given a configuration of resources and other aspects of ‘located-ness’ (as I called it), people make decisions that are purposive, consistent and coherently aimed at some vision.  Thus poor Bangarappa’s daughter and her household decided to buy him a cow, making it more difficult for him to do casual farming work for quite a long time. This became a coherent cow-centred strategy for Bangarappa during 2006.
The examples of Yasmeen and Bangarappa have illustrated both class and gender structures.  I have used the term ‘institutions’ in the paper to refer to sets of normatively regulated practices, such as sharecropping (kauru).  Across space and time there are differences and changes in class, gender, and social institutions.  In these diverse and changing contexts a multiverse of strategies emerged.  Interesting to note that for most actors most of the time the strategies they develop are seen as reflecting moral goodness and the best possible response to difficult or new circumstances as well as to their local traditions and their history.  I found people rather willing to tell about their strategies, but also engaged in third-order strategic representations during the interviews in which I participated.  Thus it will be possible (in a separate paper) to comment on the notion of ‘communicative reflexivity’ that was noted by Archer in The Internal Conversation (2003) with regard to UK respondents.  In south India communication is important among the people both within and between households, and with officials, but it is felt as much more artificial (than in the UK) to represent one’s actions to a foreigner or to an urban outsider.  Divisions entrenched in the languages of prakruti and vikruti
, third-order strategies of representation, 1st and 2nd order strategies of cooperativeness and suspicion, and many other motives enter in to the shaping of the interview data.  I haven’t commented very much here on the epistemological aspects of the analysis.  That will be the subject of other papers, since it raises important issues of validity, positionality, credibility, and representation.  Eventually one may want to comment on the coherence and desirability of micro agents’ strategies, of larger organisations’ strategies, and of government action in the context of what has been learned from this kind of study.
8 Conclusions
In this paper I have carefully defined ‘strategies’, distinguishing them from practices, and I set out the characteristics of the agents who use them. Both people and couples are illustrated here acting as ‘agents’. Because strategies are so different from practices, but the term ‘strategy’ is an encompassing word that can include some practices, the framework offers an ontological richness beyond both the sociology of practices and the methodological individualism of standard rational choice theory.
These agents are not isolated people.  Instead agents are overlapping potential actors.  Each person is aware of some of these overlapping identities (and their real agency, i.e. the real capacity for action) beyond their own body.  Thus each person is embedded in collectivities.  I favour a realist approach in which the co-existence is real and generates both capabilities and liabilities of the agents.  Even if we didn’t recognise the collectivity cognitively, it could still exist.  Further research might explore how our relationship with nature can be conceived of, similarly, using metaphors of inter-penetration, stewardship, or peaceful co-existence.  There is no need to speak of our relations with the world in methodological individualist ways.  
Many Indian farmers and workers put considerable effort is put into working out the best thing to do each season.  There was lots of evidence of changing strategies over time.  People made these decisions after discussion and consultation. Thus a sociology of strategies of labouring would consider people’s decisions as embedded in a web of collective, deliberating agents.
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Appendix 1:  Case background for Bangarappa and Yasmeen 
Case 1:  Bangarappa, a Hindu man living alone, Kurava caste (a “backward” caste, so-called, living in Chinnapalli village.

Bangarappa is 65.  His wife has died and his two daughters moved away at the time of marriage.  His son unfortunately also died, and this left Bangarappa living alone which is relatively unusual.  His mud hut with thatch roof has a small cooking area at the back, and he cooks for himself.  There are pots for seed storage, but they are empty.  Bangarappa has one milk cow.  His ownership of 2 acres of dryland is contested in the context of receiving access to it as ‘assigned land’ long ago.  Bangarappa has worked as an agricultural labourer all his life in a variety of situations, including renting land from others. He is very poor with no electricity. Electricity would cost Rs. 30 a month but he feels he can’t afford it.  His neighbours have electricity.
Case 2:  Yasmeen, Muslim w/o Jayanth Reddy, Peddapalli, main village 

Yasmeen is a Muslim and Jayanth is Hindu. They are one of the few inter-caste love-marriages. Their house is at the far end of Peddapalli a bit apart from the other houses. This is a love-marriage which must have been and to a certain extent still is considered a big scandal. The couple lives with their two grandchildren (2 boys). Yasmeen earns a daily wage of 40 Rs (30-35 Rs last year) and her husband earns 100 Rs / day. They have recently constructed a new house and they plan to move in once the final alterations are completed. 

The family owns two cows and two hens. Both Yasmeen and Jayanth do kuulie (casual) agricultural labour for about 20 days a month and Yasmeen is taking care of the cows, but none of their grandsons is engaged in agricultural labour. Both are still students. 
They used to rent land from a Reddy of Peddapalli seven years ago, but stopped that since there is no water. 
The house is a large round, smoky, thatched hut. Around it are fields. The hut has three large pots of seeds, about eight feet high: gaadi –food storage.  All three are empty. The interview is entirely in Telugu. Yasmeen and her sister-in-law were scathing about the possibility of growing crops. They used to rent lots of land, 4-6 acres. 
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� For an overview, see Danermark, et al., 2001, or Sayer (2000).  See also specifically Archer, 2000, 2003, 2007; Bourdieu, 1990; Sayer, 1997a, 1997b.


� In 2006, the Indian government made it illegal to employ child labour to do the work of maid or cleaner in government-owned accommodation. Thus right in the heart of a set of physical homes where the breadwinner model is a common 2nd-order strategy, the government placed a restriction on the kind of labour that can be used for the underlying 1st-order strategy.  This would increase the cost of the maids by forcing the breadwinner and housewife to employ an adult.  


� Telugu has a formal language, the vrikruti, which has much in common with Sanskrit.  Then there is the spoken popular language, known as prakruti.  This has slang and shortened phrases and has less Sanskrit.  In vrikruti there are many words for the same thing, so abstract concepts are usually expressed in vrikruti.  That leaves the prakruti appearing rather concrete and simplified to the listener.
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