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Introduction

As I reviewed the literature pertinent to the theme of the symposium I came across a very relevant panel discussion which was organised at the Institute for Research in the Humanities (IRH), University of Wisconsin – Madison, on 12 September 2016. The topic of the discussion was, Agency: What Does It Mean Across the Humanities? I found the questions that were posed at that panel discussion very useful for our own deliberations at this symposium. They included the following: 

What are the meanings of “agency” in various disciplines and interdisciplines of the humanities? To what extent is it theorized or assumed? Does agency mean the freedom to act? To think? To feel? Is agency individual or collective? Does agency imply autonomy? How does agency relate to structure? Institutions? Oppression? Political Activism? Subjectivity? Identity? Emotion? Morality? Religion? How does agency relate to victims? Torture, human rights? Is agency inherent in all forms of creativity? Is agency exclusively “human”?

“Agency” means something quite different across cultures, including the different academic cultures of the humanities and interpretative social sciences. ----do different cultures and times produce varying notions of individual and/or communal agency?---within the framework of social movement theory, agency is foundational for change. How do we negotiate the different meanings of agency in our fields and disciplines?

After that searching prelude the panellists were called upon to write individual paragraphs explaining how they interpret agency in the research work pertaining to their disciplines. I did not access their write-ups so we can write out our own paragraphs guided by the given lead questions. Meantime, we can also draw more tips from the growing number of theories on identity and agency.

Layout
The presentation sets out with a provocative set of questions indicating the polysemous nature of the term ‘Agency’, followed by an outline of theoretical considerations. We then reflect on the problem of the marginalization of the humanities, after which we note some consequences of the marginalization. We end with a pick into the presenter’s identity and agency narrative. 

Theoretical Considerations

There is a growing number of theories pertaining to identity and agency, and the general inclination is to establish links between civic identity and civic agency within the broader social movement theory.

The notion of civic identity has been described as an aspect of self that “leads one to take public action” (Hatcher, 2011, p. 85). On her part, Josselson (1987, p.8) defined identity as “the interface between the individual and the world, defining---what the individual will stand for and be recognized as”. At this point Knefelkamp (2008) argues that if civic identity serves as the interface between the private and the public then it must develop over time through engagement with others, be connected to intellectual and moral development, challenge one to identify with others who are different, and be deliberately chosen and repeatedly enacted. The point to note is that it is an active, relational and developmental process.

Haste (2004, p.420) adds that identity is not only an active and relational process, but also one that is both continuous and iterative: “the individual actively constructs – and co-constructs with others----experience to develop an identity---in a social, cultural, and historical context.” Youniss, McLellan, and Yates further demonstrate that meaningful engagement contributes to an internalized sense of civic agency which translates into civic responsibility. In accord with them, Haste (2004, p.430) argues that agency requires “---an element of selfhood. It requires a sense--- that action is possible and potentially effective and that the individual can personally take such action, alone or with others”; adding that such agency is informed by knowledge that has become “salient to the individual through the experience of participation in relevant action--- and through incorporating narratives about values, selfhood, and national identity into one’s self-definition” (Haste,2004, p. 433). Clearly, one’s civic identity and civic agency emerge as central to one another.

Psychologists (namely: Sugarman & Sokol, 2012, p. 1; Bandura, 1991) conceptualize agency as itself an interactive process of personal reflection and social relationships that is informed by the past, engaged in the present, and moving towards the future.

The discourse on identity and agency is succinctly outlined in the CLDE Emergent Theory of change, which explains that civic agency encompasses “individuals’ self-conception as active agents shaping their world” (Hoffman, Domagal-Goldman, King & Robison, 2017). The key arguments of the theory are that identity and agency are interactive notions; their development is continuous and iterative, as well as mutual; hence, opportunities for identity development can also be opportunities for agency development. The rationale is that the element of self/seifhood/self-definition developed over time through participatory experience is what leads to self-constitution/self-conception ‘as active agents shaping their world.’ In other words, it is individuals with an empowered identity who constitute themselves as active agents. Hence, identities are important bases from which people create new activities, new worlds, and new ways of being (Holland, et al., 1998)

The Problem: The Marginalization of the Humanities in Uganda

The marginalization was not exclusive to Uganda; it originated without and adopted somewhat irrationally and to the extremes in Uganda. It was economic retrenchment that accelerated a long-term decline in the perceived value of the humanities. The retrenchment was in turn caused by the economic recession that began in 2007 and gave warrant to nations, regional governments, and universities to cut funding for the humanities and arts in favour of fields perceived to apply more directly to society’s well-being, especially the STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) (Alan Liu, 2012). The humanities are therefore in peril of systematic defunding.

Simultaneous with such defunding, another peril threatens the humanities: the breakdown in their ability to communicate with the public. While the humanities scholars are able to reach out through the new media, they must do so as individuals unsupported by any of the institutional and professional structures (Alan Liu, 2012)

The marginalization of the humanities is even more oppressive in the Ugandan context. 

“In March 2005, the Ministry of Education announced that government had decided to recast university sponsorship in favour of programmes critical to national development. Consequently, 3,000 university places amounting to 75 per cent of the total government sponsorship in public universities were allocated to science-based programmed.”(Kwesiga and Ahikire, 2006:29)
In further analysis of that science biased policy statement, Kwesiga and Ahikire make more pertinent comments on the education system in Uganda. They note that the policy is individual-based (i.e. insensitive to existing structural unevenness) and invariably deepens inequality by rewarding those who have been privileged to attend good schools (p.31). They point out that in Uganda the field of science has an extremely weak institutional structure, right from the primary and secondary schools. Schools, especially the historically disadvantaged ones, are not able to invest in science. The result is a highly fragmented and inequitable education system (p. 32)

Their concluding recommendations are equally seminal: Beyond short-term and top-down interventions there is need for structural transformation in the education system that addresses disadvantage at the root as opposed to the apex. (p.41) Government sponsorship for students is a key access issue that needs to be revisited; it is no longer justifiable to select a few students for the comfortable life inside the campus while the majority pine away as private students (p. 42). 

The implications for the marginalization of the humanities, which are the majority, are clear. As Amina Mama (2002) reasoned with regard to the marginalization of women, the argumentation is also applicable to the humanities; we only have to substitute women for humanities. She cautioned: “It is common sense really … if you don’t use the potential of all your population, you don’t develop. This is applicable to institutions as much as to countries.”  Her second observation is the one where substitutions are necessary: “[Humanities} around the world have a common struggle against [discipline] inequality.  There is need for institutions to stand up and fight against it.”

That message is timely. The humanities have every right to subscribe to good policies and to question bad ones as well as to hold management and leaders accountable.

The marginalization pertaining to funding for research has been discussed for a long time and to some extent it is being addressed albeit still in small doses. The most recent poignant act of marginalization came as a blow in 2016 with the enhanced salaries, when I realized that as a humanities professor my salary was not even equivalent to that of an Associate Professor in sciences, but was merely at par with that of a science Senior Lecturer. I thought that was injustice of the highest order. The following table illustrates the point raised.

A table showing a section of the enhanced basic salaries, March, 2016
	SCIENTISTS
	
	NON-SCIENTISTS(read, humanities)
	

	Professor
	4,350,512
	Professor
	3,681,202

	Associate Professor
	4,199,647
	Associate Professor
	3,553,548

	Senior Lecturer
	3,577,580
	Senior Lecturer
	3,027,183


Consequences of Marginalization of the humanities
Among staff
Funding Inequalities: Considering the situation of a partially defunded humanities professor whose counterpart in the sciences has been hived off by the state for preferential treatment in form of a more lucrative salary package; both of them have to contend with the same inflationary market forces as well as the omnipresent skyrocketing school and university fees bills; life is bound to be harder for the devalued humanities professor. That is why those who still have adequate energy shuttle from one university campus to another teaching so as to supplement their diminished income levels. Those endowed with business acumen develop business enterprises; while others resort to conducting only consultancy research projects at the expense of basic academic enhancing research. Whatever option one takes to earn an extra buck invariably leads to lesser commitment and productivity at the place of work. Worse still, those who cannot access any supplementary sources of funding often end up agonising so much over their state of deprivation that they eventually succumb to stress related ailments.

Has the marginalization sealed the fate of the humanities?
Analysts such as Liu (2012) have painted a grim picture suggesting that the marginalization of the humanities has as it were conditioned the disciplines to conform to the imputations of the marginalization, as a kind of self-fulfilling prophesy. The imputations have categorized them as subjects not worth studying because they are impractical and cannot get out of that state no matter how hard they may attempt to do so. The gist of Liu’s analysis is that the humanities are struggling against the perception that they are primarily instrumental because their assigned role is to provide students with a skill set needed for future life and work. The humanists are further associated with higher teaching loads to imply that the main function of the humanities is service: they teach the analytical, communicational, and u=other abilities needed as means to other ends. The last nail he hammers into the coffin is:

In truth,---no matter how much the humanities try to position themselves as research or ethical pursuits in their own right, they will find it hard to break out of the instrumentalist syndrome simply because by comparison with the STEM----they are identified almost entirely with the academy itself as a means of student preparation. There are relatively few extra-academic labs, think tanks, clinics, and so on able to give a home to the humanities.

The catch-22 is that the harder the humanities work to become research enterprises equipping students with specialized competences and vocabularies, the more cut off they seem from practical use (Liu, 2012).

Is the humanities situation so hopeless? Fortunately, other scholars (e,g, Moro, 2018) give a contrary view that there is hope at the end of the tunnel. In her analysis, the humanities are the repositories of the foundation skills that allow us to learn and live and work productively with other people. They are also the skills of leadership. Moreover, there is increasing demand for foundational skills, such as: critical thinking, coordination, social perceptiveness, active listening and complex problem-solving. The humanities are also the providers of global competencies such as cultural awareness, language and adaptability. She cites some entrepreneurs affirming that their enterprises will need the input of the essential skills inculcated by humanists; they include investor Mark Cuban and Steve Jobs, CEO of Apple.

Among Students

The staff might be financially impoverished and intimidated in service delivery but if the students are generally unresponsive and unmotivated to teaching/learning, job satisfaction would be eroded leading to frustration and despondency. That would present a crisis in the humanities.

In the United States, parents and even the humanities students themselves have been heard posing questions, such as:  What can you do with a humanities degree? Are the humanities still worth studying? (Liu, 2012; Moro, 2018) In Uganda, the stigmatized term for humanities used to be: ‘BA Flat’. My own niece, when I thought I was giving her good news that she had been admitted to the BA in Arts degree programme, looked at me blankly and asked a rhetorical question, what can I do with a BA flat? She actually rejected the admission and preferred to go to a private commercial institution. The marginalization policies and practices and the concomitant discrediting discourse pertaining to the humanities have evidently taken their toll on the disciplines.

The humanities students seem to have been driven to despair. They bear a cavalier attitude towards their studies. And in their state of despair they are presenting with multiple degenerative behaviours: they don’t want to read, to conduct any research, or even to think; given a written assignment, one student will write or simply download a write-up from the internet and the rest of the class will copy (‘torch’) the work mechanically. In class, they are given to the disruptive culture of the new media: whatsApping, twittering or searching non-stop even in lectures. How can such students develop skills in research, critical thinking, and written communication? How can such students develop an identity that will enable them to constitute themselves as active agents?

The defunding factor has also hit the humanities students hard. Many of them miss exams or apply for dead years for failure to raise the requisite fees.

Is there a crisis of identity and agency among the humanists in Uganda?

The members of staff are largely apathetic so it is hard to tell whether they too have accepted the assumption that the humanities subjects are on the periphery of national development. They never even questioned the segregation of salary scales for humanities and sciences. While they might be bewildered about the cavalier attitude of students towards their studies they remain mute about it. Maybe we shall get some answers at this symposium.

For the students, the crisis seems to be underway. They have no interest or patience to learn the foundational skills imparted by the humanities, therefore their identities remain undeveloped. It follows that they cannot constitute themselves as agents. Something has to be done to bring them on board.

Sharing Experiences: My identity and agency narrative
I was invited to make a presentation at this symposium partly because of my experience; I should, therefore, share briefly what I now realize is my identity and agency profile.

Benefited from Dad’s Informal Training

I now realize that our dad was very progressive and supportive. We were 9 girls and he repeatedly told us and actually pushed us to perform all the roles that boys would do. We rode bicycles, slaughtered chicken, goats, and etcetera. He made us eat chicken at a time when women were not supposed to do so. He was a primary teacher and believed in training his daughters formally and informally. He advised us to aim high always if we were to achieve anything; to always strive to score full marks (100%) and never to target 50%. He bid us to be assertive, independent, competitive and career-oriented; to be ambitious and proud of displaying talents. I now realize that dad contributed greatly to building my identity. I internalized and followed all his counsel and indeed succeeded in my endeavours. I managed to go to Gayaza High School and onwards to Makerere Universty on route to becoming an intellectual.

Set clear career goals

I always set clear career goals and worked resolutely to achieve them. I secured my requisite academic qualifications (BA 1970; D.Phil. 1973) by the age of 26 years. When I embarked upon a university teaching career, I made a personal plan to move from lecturer to professor within 10 years.I achieved the professorship 20 years later.

Favourable job openings in Linguistics at universities

I was offered appointments at the Universities of Zambia, Dar es Salaam, Botswana, Makerere and now Kabale.
Research and Publishing productivity

I maintained a competitive research record and raised my publication Index by writing solid, well researched papers. I published in refereed journals in America, Germany, Japan and Tanzania and incorporated chapters in published books.
 Research Sponsorships

I benefited greatly from enhanced mobility and networking. I obtained sponsorships for various projects from the University of York, Commonwealth Fellowship, Crossroads Africa, DAAD, the Inter-University Council of East Africa, CREDU (French Govt.), and Fulbright Senior Scholars’ Fellowship.

Involvement in the Women’s Movement

Since 1980 I was actively involved in the women’s movement. I was a member in three NGOs and worked on sundry projects for five NGOs as well as for the Ministry of Gender. I was the Chairperson of Action for Development (ACFODE)(a women’s developmental organization), 1997-1998).

In Makerere University, I was one of the three ‘Gender Musketeers’.

I believe I have outlined adequate personal narrative to show that I built solid personal identity right from early upbringing through educational pursuits and a vibrant career path and a vast experience of gender activism and networking. From that firm base I had all the confidence to vie for all the high managerial jobs in Makerere University. Above all I was able to fight for my promotional rights whenever I realized that I qualified for them. For instance, when I applied for promotion to the rank of Senior lecturer, the Head of Department tried to block it and indeed the promotion was delayed by 3 years I wrestled with him up to the Appointments Board and I won. Then the VC also sought to block my promotion to the rank of Associate Professor in favour of an older male member of staff. The promotion was again delayed by 3 years but I never ceased fighting until got it. My promotion to full professorship was also fraught with struggle. The Minister of Education deferred signing the promotional instrument endorsing my promotion for 2 years. I had to go and ask him directly why he was doing that. He signed it immediately and I secured my promotion.
Way Forward

We cannot afford to be daunted. Much as we have detractors we also have allies like Tirosh-Samuelson (2018) who seeks to rally synergies among the humanities in the following words:

“In the Second Machine Age we must resist the tendency to reduce humans to machines and to equate human dignity with computation. The future of humanities and of humanity lies not with techno science and engineering but with humanists who will celebrate the dignity of being human, all too human.”The challenge to the humanities in East Africa lies in what support mechanisms they can put in place.

Organise, don’t agonise

The humanities are among the important institutions responsible for re-thinking and re-defining reality. As such, they are a key to change (Moro, 2018). We should therefore stop agonising about being marginalized and instead seriously start organising ourselves to stem off the odds against us. Some ideas have already been mooted towards that end, including the following: 

Establish strong humanities networks

A forward looking East African humanities network should emerge from these symposia series; and an East African hub for the humanities should be identified and fostered.
Proactive advocacy agenda

The created network should in turn draw up an advocacy agenda, starting with advocacy for the redirection of the attention of East African higher education institutions towards the humanities.
Advocacy campaigns should also address other pressing national and regional issues.

Humanities research and national and regional outreach

We should endeavour to invoke the power of the humanities to inform, empower, and inspire citizens on themes of concern to communities and the public. We need to close the communication gap noted by Liu (2012) by establishing stronger interactive links with the public.
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� For the purposes of this paper, the term humanities is used generically to refer to those disciplines and approaches which primarily focus on the humanistic experience in scholarship and research. Emphasis is placed on the academic scrutiny of the human world, its cultures, the record of its past, and its characteristic/cultural traits. The core humanities disciplines include: anthropology, history, languages, culture and literature, philosophy, art history and studies of religion.





