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THE PROBLEM OF SUBJECTIVITY IN THE CONTEXT OF ORGANIZATIONAL 

PRACTICES 

Natalia Listratenko 

Today’s era of transformations beyond anyone's control makes subjectivity – purposeful 

activity and reasonable goal setting – a crucial problem. We live in a time when the impossible 

becomes possible. And it is not, alas, about man's exploration of space or the invention of a cure for 

cancer. Events unfolding before our eyes do not presuppose indifferent observation, and it is not easy 

for those who got used to separate the "personal" from the "social" - the very social, the speculation 

about which was considered bad taste for laymen, the result of the habit of idleness, is breaking into 

the personal without knocking. Or rather, it takes it away, leaving you lost and helpless. If it leaves 

you alive. 

In this cycle of destruction, the question of finding a fulcrum inevitably arises. What should 

be a new meaning-making unit to create the foundation of new, more reliable and suitable for living 

structures? Psychology has long taught us to look for that very support "in ourselves", but it leaves 

out the question of the essence of "ourselves". Is it a matter of a singular existence, of the mere fact 

of one's own existence as the only available certainty? What does the habitual "I" express, and is it 

stable enough to cope with the task entrusted to it? 

Such questions, even in quieter times, forced us to turn to theory. And philosophical thought 

is ready to help find the answer, but on one condition. This condition is consonant with what Aristotle 

wrote to the Nicomachean Ethics: we need virtue not to know what virtue is, but to act virtuously. 

Anyone familiar with the writings of E.V. Ilyenkov would hardly be surprised to hear me say the 

same thing about truth — the coincidence of Truth, Good and Beauty finds expression in the practice 

of human labor, marking a movement toward an expansion of the space of freedom, understood not 

as "freedom from," but as the ability to act in accordance with objective necessity. 

In full compliance with this principle, the problem of subjectivity, or the problem of the "I," 

cannot emerge as anything other than a problem of activity-based self-determination. Trying to define 

"I" empirically, we quickly discover that any attribute of "I," the human individual, is perceived as 

external to the Self. My hand, my head, or even my brain is not "Me" as such, but something that 

belongs to... to what? Nor will it be possible to grasp the "I" as a set of feelings, ideas, needs, because 

they are constantly changing and these changes do not touch the essence of the self - no matter where 

my life takes me, I know exactly that I will not stop being me, and no one will be me instead of me. 

At the same time, I can learn about myself from the results of my deeds, I can see myself in the mirror, 

and not only and not so much literally - discern my features on the reflecting surface, - but see the 



2 

image of myself through the totality of relations that take place in my life. In other words, I see the 

Self where I come into contact with the surrounding reality. The self is the whole world represented 

through me. "I am only then “the real I” when there is no me in “the I”" (G. V. Lobastov). 

This circumstance did not go unnoticed by German philosophers. Kant discovered in the "I" 

the function of synthesizing the world as a whole. Cognition, carried out through the content of 

thought-form-categories, produces an image of reality in which practical reason, the rational will of 

the subject, exercises its goal-setting. The "I" is "the crucible and the fire which consumes the loose 

plurality of sense and reduces it to unity." (Hegel, “The Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical 

Sciences”) 

Fichte criticises the Kantian the a priori nature of categorical apparatus, proving the necessity 

of deducing categories from a single principle which for Fichte is the I. Moreover, he showed that the 

subject not only perceives the world as given, but also acts as the creator of the non-I.  

In Hegel's system the process the self-consciousness of the subject unfolds through the 

appropriation of forms which are at the same time nothing more than the positioning of the self outside 

- the logically consistent self-movement of the substance-subject. In Hegel the Self appears as a 

cognitive ability, rooted in thinking as such. We, however, must understand thinking itself not as an 

autonomous mystical essence. "It is a human who thinks being in unity with society, with the social-

historical collective that produces its material and spiritual life" (Ilyenkov); thinking is an ideal 

component of human practice, of the mode of production of material life. 

In this way, the Self contains a universal apparatus that enables appropriation of reality and it 

is neither arbitrary nor independent, but is a 'particle of the absolute', the universal in relation to its 

singularity. And, as Marx further demonstrated, this universal is historical concreteness - the totality 

of the forces of production and industrial relations that constitute a system, a whole, that is based 

upon the way labour is organised. 

Understanding the relationship between the self and the world in its unity is inseparable from 

reasonable goal setting. Reasonable purpose is not a whim of the individual, but a link in a common 

chain, a need of the whole. The wholeness of the development process makes it possible to recreate 

“reverse causality” in thinking. In the infinite variability and changeability of empirical material, 

substantive unity provides the key to revealing the measure of things, their inner objective necessity. 

It is difficult to deny that preventing the mutual destruction of nations is now an objective 

necessity. And if “professionals” fail to cope with it, everyone else should have their say. The task of 

thinking humanity becomes the development of forms of confrontation - theoretical and practical self-
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organization - capable of bringing to naught efforts to pit people against each other in the name of 

interests alien to them. 

Are today's famous thinkers capable of providing real practical guidance? Alas, questions of 

subjectivity in the aspect of achieving personal happiness, personal comfort, that is, the subordination 

of circumstances to the personal will, have for too long been the subject of speculation by money- 

and fame-hungry people. The most acute problems have received the appearance of resolution for all 

tastes, but the time has come when the diversity of “intellectual life” is less and less pleasing to the 

eye, the demand for interpretation and deconstruction has given way to a demand for truth, especially 

about oneself and one's role in universal practice. 

Among very common “theoretical products” is the work of Slavoj Žižek. The famous 

philosopher frequently touches on the theme of subjectivity. Although he describes himself as a 

Hegelian, he nevertheless considers the doctrine of the German classicist insufficient in terms of 

understanding the essence of the subject. As a supplement he offers a philosophical reading of Lacan's 

psychoanalysis. 

Let's explore this point further. 

In his work “The Ticklish Subject. The Absent Centre of Political Ontology” he states: 

“There simply no such ‘absolute subject’, since Hegelian subject is nothing but the very movement 

of unilateral self-deception, of the hubris of positioning oneself in one’s exclusive particularity, which 

necessarily turns against itself and ends in self-negation. ‘Substance as Subject’ means precisely that 

this movement of self-deception, by means of which a particular aspect posits itself as the universal 

principle, not external to Substance, but constitutive of it” 

In other words, the subject in Žižek's interpretation has a special way which differs radically 

from the other logical movement of categories - it cannot be sublated. “The negation of negation” has 

in his case no affirmative meaning, it turns into eternal schism, alienation, the despair of non-truth. 

How does Žižek argue for his disappointing conclusion? Citing several examples from ancient history, 

Žižek highlights the following in Hegel's philosophy: 

“Does not Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit tell us again and again the same story of the repeated 

failure of the subject’s endeavour to realize his project in social Substance, to impose his vision on 

the social universe – the story of how the ‘big Other’, the social substance, again and again thwarts 

his project and turns it upside-down? Lacan can thus be at least partially excused for his slip in 

confounding two separate ‘figures of consciousness’ from Phenomenology (the ‘Law of the Heart’ 

and the ‘Beautiful Soul’); what they share is the same matrix which, perhaps even more than the 
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‘Unhappy Consciousness’, condenses the basic operation of Phenomenology: in both cases, the 

subject endeavours to assert his particular righteous attitude is the exact opposite of his self-

perception – for the social Substance, the subject’s righteousness equals crime”   

Žižek goes on to explain that the fulfillment of such negation without sublation is the logical 

purpose of the subject - it is teleologically determined to engage in battle with substance and to be 

defeated by it in the form of eternal alienation. This of course runs counter to the traditional 

understanding of the substance-subject according to which substance should recognize itself as a 

subject by opposing itself in the form of a singularity and this singularity should absorb the universal 

substantive content. 

This discrepancy is by no means accidental and is part and parcel of Žižek's conception. The 

fact is that what he sees as substantive-objective is not something that exists "independently of our 

senses" according to the well-known definition. Social substance - here Žižek appeals to Marx - is 

affected by ideology and does not exist according to the universal principles which are inherent in 

both being and thinking. According to Žižek it functions like Lacan's register of the Symbolic, that is, 

the structure formed around the "master signifier" - the central symbol that sets the semantic 

framework and parameters for identification and self-identification. This is primarily language and 

social hierarchy. 

Involvement in the Symbolic takes place at the earliest formation of the human individual 

through the Big Other, a form of subjectivity distinct from the I, through which the I defines itself. 

Dependence on the Big Other is material and physical - it provides man with his sustenance, and the 

Other - originally in the person of the mother - guarantees his survival. Lacan- Žižek’s subject tries to 

make this object of his dependence completely his own, to absorb it without a trace. In vain, of course. 

At the same time, without this object there is no subject, there is only emptiness, the chaos of 

sensations, physiological need. But it is this emptiness that proves to be the main driver to form human 

subjectivity - it continually pushes to fill itself with new and new subjects from the Symbolic, each 

time falling short of the fullness it desires. The subject is thus constituted by a permanent lack. 

What is lacking in the concept of lack? First, the objective practice and feedback from things? 

From the material world that exists outside and independent of man. The laws of “social substance” 

and the subject are separated from nature by an insurmountable chasm, and the channels of 

communication are encrypted by a mysterious cipher, the key to which capitalism has destroyed. 

Secondly, Žižek's concept returns to nothing less than an empirical understanding of the 

subject as an individual. In “The Interpassive Subject” he contrasts the “common view” of 

subjectivity as “phenomenal experience” – of sensations – with the Lacanian subjectivity of 
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“repressed sensations”, but in this way he does not go beyond it. Although everything human is 

appropriated by an individual from the Symbolic, the subject remains subject due to the inner 

emptiness and helplessness of the Real, to the original need that is inherent in him as in a living 

organism. Therefore, it is not the subject and the object that interact in his system but two 

subjectivities, one of which appears as a social substance and the other as an individual. This differs 

radically from the Fichtean interaction of the I and the non-I, where the non-I already appears as a 

reality giving back the impulse from the I (Anstoss), i.e. manifesting itself objectively, limiting and 

directing the creative activity of the I. Instead, according to Žižek, the subject is confronted with a 

layer of subjective distortions, which cannot direct his actions due to own non-truthfulness. 

What conclusions can one draw for oneself from Žižek's philosophy in search of answers to 

urgent questions? These conclusions are repeatedly voiced by Žižek himself - the achievement of 

freedom, self-determination is impossible as a manifestation of the activity of the subject. The subject 

must rid itself of the aspirations imposed on it by ideology - and literally everything is ideology - and 

reach... detachment. Suddenly, the latest theory of a follower of Hegel and Marx turns into a quite 

religious-mystical parable about the renunciation of the self. 

Of course, this cannot be achieved immediately, but it can be approached through the 

production of critical discourse. And Žižek seeks to help us in this. He formulates his own task as the 

frustration of all those imposed, ideologically conditioned expectations directed at him by his 

audience. 

And yet somehow, contrary to the distortions at the root of subjectivity outlined by Žižek, 

humanity has managed to developed the means of production so the extent that they allow to provide 

an ever-increasing number of people on the planet with everything necessary for life, at the same time 

coming to a large-scale exacerbation of social contradictions that threatens to turn into catastrophe. 

“The negation of negation without sublation”, which Žižek offers us, implies a fissure in reality, an 

irreducible split in wholeness. Thus, the logic of development, seemingly adopted by him, collapses 

at its very foundation. 

Žižek cannot deprive substance of efficacious force to fight back, but he claims that subject is 

incapable of taking it on. "The epistemological pessimism" of Žižek's position clearly demonstrates 

the "contemplativity" about the world and the nature of human interaction that Marx noted in Theses 

on Feuerbach. By excluding labor, object-practical activity from the foundations that form 

subjectivity, the entire dialectic of social development is reduced to relations of domination and 

subordination, a struggle for power. Žižek's “substance” turns into the dictate of the will of the master, 

the master of the means of life. 
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By putting it this way one can easily discern the consciousness of the class that dominates 

today. The motif of doom points to the exhaustion of the historical role of the powerful and the 

structure of relations which empowers them. The continuation of development is not possible through 

the violent preservation of the established order, and in this Žižek is right in his own way. 

E. V. Ilyenkov takes a different approach to the question of subjectivity formation. 

Personality, according to Ilyenkov, is formed in the course of the production of the means of life in a 

system which implies the active appropriation by the individual of the generic powers of humanity 

through the relation of person to the thing and through it to another person. Real, sensual 

subjectivity cannot be left behind in public life and continues to be the measure of the truth of thought 

forms in spite of all the twists and turns in human relations. Moreover, it forms the basis of life itself 

(Marx, The German Ideology). Not the omnipotent Other, but “natural logic” (Naumenko), the law 

of the existence of objects in the surrounding world, demands a certain way of acting and forces one 

to submit to itself. 

Just as importantly, Ilyenkov understands the personality as universal, that is, as “the law 

governing the mass of individuals and realizing itself in the movement of each of them, in spite of, 

and even thanks to, their dissimilarity”.  The individual can only manifest himself as an individual by 

expressing and objectifying something that goes beyond his own individual limitations. And this is 

not a matter of the verbal expression of a personal need. Subjectivity as the appropriation of the social 

form of the movement of matter is only possible through the practical realization of an objective 

social need expressed as class interest, which arises from the mode of the organization of labour. 

Thus, the social-practical orientation is already embedded in the very notion of the subject. It 

is erroneous to regard subjectivity only as a crooked optic, distorting reality at its base is the real 

feedback from the outside world. It can and must reveal itself as a force capable of creating the space 

for action necessary in a concrete historical setting. 

The problem of self-organisation becomes an epistemological problem. History knows 

countless examples of the degeneration of protest movements, the channeling of general discontent 

into “comfortable” channels, the reinforcement of nationalist mythology in the public consciousness 

or the fantastical story of an individuated subject free of all obligations and constraints. In our view, 

one of the key tasks today is theoretical activity aimed at making the working majority aware of its 

interests and historical role and at mutual recognition, enriching theoretical thought from outside, 

presently confined within national and linguistic boundaries. 

 


