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ABSTRACT

Throughout the history of social theory, there has been a debate about how
individuals are viewed, that is, how active or passive they are in relation to the
environment, both social and natural. In this debate, most authors seem to have
adopted positions that privilege either the individual or the environment. In this study,
though, the emphasis is placed on how the individual interrelates with the
environment, and neither side is given primacy. The individual is seen as a social
being, whose action is neither determined mechanistically nor produced by free will,
and the central concept of such a view is human agency. The aim of this research was
to see how the notion of agency, drawing largely on the work of Giddens and
Bourdieu, can further our understanding of language use, particularly as it is used in
Internet chat, and the learning of English outside the classroom. I interviewed a
Burmese student to find out how she has used the many opportunities she has had to
access, and use, English to help her improve her knowledge of the language, and 1
analyzed transcripts of chat conversations in English between her and other Burmese

students to see what knowledge actors drew upon in the successful accomplishment of
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these interactions. With regard to learning outside the classroom, while the student's
social and material conditions were clearly important, the way she engaged in these
activities, and integratec_i them into her life, seemed to be central to the benefits she
gained from them. As for the chat conversations, for them to succeed, it seemed that
the learners needed to understand and use language in context, draw on norms, both
general and those specific to chatting, and negotiate .an understanding of the
relationship between the interlocutors. In addition, as they needed to use language to
pursue their various projects, a sensitivity to the power dynamic between them was

another key element in the success of these interactions.
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