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Goa agency report for CentreLGS Annual Report 
By Ruth Fletcher
In December 2007 CentreLGS co-hosted a three-day research workshop on the topic of agency, sexuality and law, with colleagues from the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai.  
The workshop’s aims may be summarised as follows:

· to consider the limit and potential of the concept and practice of agency for illuminating critical struggles over gender and sexuality in legal terrains, 

· to promote critical reflection on participants’ analytical frameworks and methods through conversation across literatures, histories and geographies, 

· To advance research on governance and regulation, embodiment and health, culture and media through engagement with the agency literature and across different sites of knowledge production

In preparation for the workshop, organisers distributed a set of readings on agency (including the work of McNay, Annual Lecture 07) and topical gender/sexuality debates in the UK and India.  The workshop welcomed 36 participants from India, the UK and Australia (including 7 PhD students), and discussed 27 research presentations, two films and one performance during 15 sessions.  Participants shared a critique of the liberal concept of agency as the expression of the free will of the individual, a frustration with the reading of agency as an effect of structure or discourse and a commitment to a critical concept and practice of agency.  Participants addressed the possibilities of such an agency through a wide range of contexts along the following themes:  

Organising embodiment (disabled women’s articulation of identity, management techniques for bipolar disorder in the UK, Mumbai dance bar girls’ organising, veiling practices and secularism, constructions of masculinity in Mumbai slum communities, queer bodies and the HIV/AIDS industry, transgender families and social movements, Dalit activism and identity, caste differences in prostitution)

Governing sexuality (sexual economies and peace support operations, reconstruction strategies in post-earthquake and post-industrialisation zones, utopian practices in a Toronto women’s bathhouse, arguments for same sex marriage, informal markets and sex selection practices, transnational surrogacy and abortion arrangements, public interest litigation and public sector activism, heteronormative policy at the World Bank),

Representing culture (middle class sexuality and consumption, celebrity sexuality in Bollywood, gendered access to urban spaces, emotions and lawscapes, filmic representations of the ‘other’).

Through the presentations and discussions the following key points emerged: 
· Several people identified consciousness as a necessary element of agency and thought that future energy might be well spent on revisiting the concept of consciousness from a feminist/critical perspective.  Consciousness provides a conceptual difference between agents (beings who are self-aware and capable of critical reflection) and actants (physical objects which have energy and may effect living things).  Consciousness may also be worthy of critical recuperation given a past tendency in gender/sexuality scholarship to assume a more literal or descriptive conception of consciousness, as that which needed to be ‘raised’ in order for social transformation to be possible.  A key challenge for further critical work on consciousness as an aspect of agency will be negotiating the interaction of consciousness with embodiment and environment.
· Participants thought that there was a need for a conception of agency as a vehicle for challenging imbalances of power and the idea that the powerful are constrained in their ability to alter the workings of power.  The recognition of agency as an attribute of those with more institutionalised forms of power and not just as the refuge of the less powerful, also provided a means of moving beyond the agency/structure binary, where agency is primarily seen as being located in resistance to structural power.  By refusing a binary understanding of the agency/structure dyad and identifying agency as an orientation shared by those who are differently located in power relations, it becomes easier to avoid the trap of making the less privileged responsible for social transformation by celebrating their agency.  
· A critical conception of agency was also thought to be useful because it assumes that people can have an individual and/or collective impact on the conditions of their existence.  That impact may be articulated in non-literal, indirect, multi-dimensional and/or burdened ways.  In other words, agency seeks to have an impact, but may not succeed in so doing.  The seeking out of impact is different from intending impact because the pathway by which impact is sought does not have ‘cause’ as its beginning and ‘effect’ as its end, but may take different directions as agency seeks out impact in strange as well as familiar places.  

Participants are taking these reflections forward through their individual research projects, a collaborative conversation in the CentreLGS 2008 newsletter, and planning for an edited collection, led by Lakshmi Lingam, TISS.
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