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Abstract: The conceptual domain of sub-
jectivity exceeds the polarized meanings of
the philosophical subject (as interiorized
and ontological-transcendental subjectivity
related to the Cartesian and Kantian sub-
jects) and of the political, legal, and historic
subject. The quasi-opposition between
those interpretations - in which philosophy
could even be read as an inhibitor of the
political subject - is questioned by today’s
struggles against multiple forms of domi-
nation. Struggles where subjectivity inter-
connects with, e.g., the universal, identity
politics, and intersectionality. Following
this, I propose a brief analysis of alternative
configurations of subjectivity, combined
with an attention to processes of subjecti-
vation. I intend to highlight the relevance,
for effective socio-political transfor-
mations, in moving from a primarily ab-
stract dimension of subjectivity to one of
relationality between theory, practice, and
humanity.
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Resumo: O dominio conceptual da
subjetividade ndo se esgota  nos
significados ~ polarizados do  sujeito

filosofico (enquanto subjetividade
interiorizada ou ontolégico-
transcendental, afim  dos  sujeitos

cartesiano e kantiano) e do sujeito politico,
juridico e histérico. A quasi oposi¢io entre
essas leituras - onde a filosofia pode
mesmo ser lida como inibidora do sujeito
politico - ¢, porém, questionada no ambito
de lutas atuais contra multiplas formas de
dominacio. Lutas onde a subjetividade se
relaciona com o universal, com politicas de
identidade e com a interseccionalidade.
Assim, propSe-se uma breve analise de
configuracdes alternativas de subjetividade
e de processos de subjetivacdo. Pretende-

se  destacar a  releviancia,  para
transformagGes sociopoliticas efetivas, da
passagem de uma dimensao

primordialmente abstrata da subjetividade
para outra, relacional, entre teoria, pratica e
humanidade.

Palavras-chave: subjetividade,
subjetivacio, lutas democraticas, filosofia
politica, o em comum.
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Subjectivity is sometimes addressed as
the work of the self-funded, @ priori ontologi-
cal-transcendental subject, and other times as
a passive condition, resulting from being
“subjected to” external influences. These are,
however, polarized meanings that tend to sep-
arate the philosophical subject from the polit-
ical (Marx), legally instituted (Rousseau), and
historic (Hegel) subjects. In several contem-
porary philosophical thoughts, however, the
ambiguity and duality of the term "subject" is
assumed (cf. Balibar, 2020; Power, 2007), un-
derlining false aporias that arise from those
concurrent lines. They point furthermore to
the opportunity of rethinking, not only what
in the subject is unity, passivity, subjection,
but also what in the subject is heterogeneous,
action, and subjectification.!

According to Alain Renaut, the history
of subjectivity is not exactly linear, nor does it
establish “one” subjectivity; it is plural, and
subjectivity acquires different interpretations
(e.g., rationalist, empiricist, metaphysical and
critical) (cf. 1997, p. 13). The ways in which
the history of subjectivity may be read admit,
as such, many objections, and these critics are
reinforced nowadays by the presence, in a
globalized and interconnected world, of dif-
ferent needs, struggles, and contexts for the
realization of not only the subject, but also of
contemporary politics.

From Descartes to Kant and Nietzsche,
we can note, as Nina Power did, a predomi-
nant “depoliticization of the term ‘subject”
(2007, p. 67). This observation relates ulti-
mately with a major philosophical challenge
of our times which is “to reconcile the ‘free-
dom of the moderns’ with the necessary exist-
ence of norms which, in constituting an una-
voidable demand for intersubjectivity, pre-
supposes a limitation upon individuality” (Re-
naut, 1997, pp. 22-23).

The depoliticization of the modern sub-
ject occurs alongside another break in the
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term: the one between essence and existence.
Ludwig Feuerbach proposed a grammatical
turn that could rescue the subject from the al-
ienation of his capacities and powers:

What the subject is —it’s being — lies
only in the predicate; the predicate
is the truth of the subject (..). The
distinction between subject and ob-
ject corresponds to the distinction
between existence and essence. (...)
Even in the language of ordinary
life one speaks of the divine not in
terms of its essence, but in terms of
its attributes —providence, wisdom,
omnipotence. (2011 [1841], p. 45)

Feuerbach’s replacement of essence by
attributes characterizes, on the theoretical
level, a “new subject” understood in its social,
sensual, concrete, productive and economic
relations (Power, 2007, p. 68). Also, we may
recall Alain Badiou’s claim that “[m]an is not
a political animal: the chance of politics is a
supernatural event” (2007, p. 345). This is a
clear statement about the idea that there is no
essence or substance in man’s political dimen-
sion. More explicitly, the political subject is
constituted by the political process itself. This
leads us to theories of subjectivation, rather
than to the self-made, sovereign, transparent
subject of the modern, rationalist perspective.

In addition, the “collective political sub-
ject”? is paramount to question the unity and
immutability of a presupposed substantial
subject because “iIs neither the subject of law
(as in Rousseau), nor of history (as in late Sar-
tre), nor the individual before his or her supe-
riot, or God, but is #he consequence of a kind of
‘rupture’ in being” (Power, 2007, p. 69). And
I agree with Nina Power when she writes that

[...] it’s this conception of a collec-
tivized, political subject that haunts
all attempts to reduce the philo-
sophical notion of the subject to an
individuated consciousness or a
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primarily moral being. It is the
haunting of philosophy itself by the
political outside that persistently
both shapes and eludes it. (2007,

pp- 67-9)

The subjectivity I'm analyzing embodies
processes of subjectivation that, in a daily ba-
sis, end up sculpting human life, modes of liv-
ing and the coexistence. Jacques Ranciére
notes “the formation of a one that is not a self
but is the relation of a self to an other” (1992,
p- 60). This goes along with the notion of sub-
jectivation as a process and not a state, a pro-
cess that produces a “disidentification, a way
out of oneself’, and more notably without
possible anticipation of what is coming (Tas-
sin, 2012, p. 37).3

When subjectivation is called political,
we mean at least that the determination of this
process and its development, are not entirely
inherent to the subject; "‘political’ means that
there are external conditions by which the
subject, not on his own account (even if with
his consent), enters a process in which he be-
comes other than what he is” (Tassin, 2012,
p. 37). Let’s emphasize then that political sub-
jectivation: is not the production of a defina-
ble subject; it is not an a priori dimension of
the subject; and that its political significance
and scale has to do with situations and rela-
tions by which the subject is modified (cf.
Tassin, 2012).

To the political character of subjectiva-
tion we may, or may not, associate an ethical
dimension. I bring this difference just to un-
detline different approaches to what politics
is. For example, Ranciere takes politics only in
its disruptive meaning, and because he de-
fends a division between politics and the reg-
ulatory aspects, he confers only to the strug-
gles for emancipation and equality the privi-
lege of embracing the properly political di-
mension (cf. 1992, p. 59). For Foucault,
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instead, politics must refer both to the strug-
gles that question institutional ways and to
power relations rooted in social networks,
which require individuals moved by a care for
themselves inseparable from a care for the
truth and for the community (cf. Foucault,
1982; Tassin, 2012).

The quasi-opposition between philo-
sophical and political subjects, by which phi-
losophy could even be read as inhibitor of the
political subject (cf. Power, 2007), does not
encompass the interdependent realization of
contemporary relations between subjects and
between subjects and the world. There is,
therefore, a meaning that goes far beyond a
universal and « priori consciousness, and pos-
tulates a shift, like Renaut says, from auton-
omy as affirmation to autonomy as horizon of
meaning or principle of ethical reflection
(1997, p. 198). Still according to Renaut, prac-
tical subjectivity - which integrates finitude
and the principle of autonomy -, performs im-
portant ethical transformations: a) the fea-
tures of practical reality aren’t subsumed in
determining, absolute, principles, they merely
lay down the conditions under which meaning
can possibly be given to reality; b) the absolute
foundation of value judgments breaks down,
but the ethical dimension remains a necessary
point of view, a horizon of meaning, which
can’t be transformed into a dogmatic judg-
ment of value; and c) in the absence of an ab-
solute subjectivity, “the moral vision of the
world cannot itself be thought of as absolute: it
must, if you will, allow for the possibility of
erring” (cf. 1997, pp. 198-9).

This configuration of practical subjectiv-
ity displays an idea of the subject that goes be-
yond the notion of just being 7 the world: ex-
istence is proposed to us as action, and action,
as Merleau-Ponty defined it, “is the violent
passage from what I have to what I aim for,
from what I am to what I intend to be” (Met-
leau-Ponty, 1999 [1945], p. 511).# But, most
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importantly, it is an act with an other because,
quoting Jean-Luc Nancy, “nothing really
preexists; only what exists exists” and “the co-
implication of existing is the sharing of the
world”. So “the world is not something exter-
nal to existence, the world is the coexistence
that puts these existences together” (2000, p.
29).

Subjectivity does not simply fit, as we
see, in mutually exclusive terms (subject/ob-
ject, essence/culture, universal/particular),
rather it (re)articulates and problematizes
them. I agree with Renaut that

[...] it needs to be asked whether a
pure and simple ‘return to Kant’ is
possible. (...) The complexity of
the problem of subjectivity (or of
nonmetaphysical humanism) has
greatly increased since Kant, the
problem having been enriched and
complicated by a whole history that
cannot now be rewound in any sim-

ple, literal way (...). (1997, p. 25)

Traditional humanism and the optimistic
Enlightenment view that human beings can
dominate the wotld and nature, cannot be re-
captured. “But its virtues can be preserved”
(Nehamas, in foreword to Renaut, 1997, p.
xv) and it is in the name of the present, and in
the name of the democratic promises, that
one should criticize those figures of pure ra-
tionalist subject (cf. Renaut, 1997).

Chantal Mouffe (2018), amongst others,
clearly defends that the essentialist perspec-
tive is not able to capture the multiplicity of
struggles against different forms of domina-
tion. The classical system of representation of
the subject, and the sociocultural conventions
that emerged from this notion, are being pro-
foundly challenged, for example, by the so-
called social “minorities” (cf. Braidotti, 1994).
One important precept of the anti-essentialist
approach is that “the social agent is consti-

tuted by an ensemble of discursive positions
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and practices® which can never be totally fixed
in a closed system of differences” (Mouffe,
2018, p. 166). ¢ The diversity of social agents
relates to “a constant movement of overdeter-
mination and displacement”, and therefore
“li]t is impossible to speak of the social agent
as if we were dealing with a unified, homoge-
neous entity” (ibid). Mouffe suggests that we
have instead to approach it as a plurality, in its
constant effort to establish links through his-
torical, contingent, and undetermined articu-
lations.

I remind here Mouffe and Laclau’s pro-
ject of “radical democracy”. Such a project
gives a political expression to the articulation
of contemporary struggles, establishing a
“chain of equivalences” that enhances the ar-
ticulations of the demands of the working
class with those of other movements (e.g.,
ecological, feminist, racial, disability rights) in
order to construct a “common will” (cf.
Mouffe, 1993).

We have far moved from the subject as
a pure act of thought (and the only one re-
sponsible for giving meaning), and reached
multiple, intersectional human experiences, in
its simultaneously singular and plural charac-
ter. Jean-Luc Nancy’s idea of being singular
plural resumes it all, “the essence of Being is
only as co-essence (...) or being-with (being-
with-many)” (2000, p. 30). In this regard, if
some ontological unity is still required, it must
be looked up for, as he proposed, in “[bleing
with (...), so that Being shows itself, gives it-
self, dis-poses itself as its own singular plural
with” (ibid).”

Perhaps the rational paradigm of the
subject has been weakened (cf. Habermas,
1990; Braidotti, 1994). This does not force us,
however, to abandon the modern project of
freedom and equality. What we need is to re-
formulate the terms of the unitary subject (cf.
Mouffe, 2018). And I add, with Etienne Tas-
sin, that we also need to abandon the subject
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of universal history, because these notions in-
terfere with our comprehension of those po-
litical struggles and forms of subjectivation
led by beings who in no way intend to be sub-
jects of universal history, but “wish, by far and
simply, to be the subjects of their own his-
tory”, their own singular emancipation (cf.
2012, p. 48).8

The broad and complex terrain of dem-
ocratic struggles is characterized precisely by
the “multiplicity of subject positions which
constitute a single agent and by the possibility
that this multiplicity can become the site of
antagonism, and  thereby  politicized”
(Mouffe, 1993, p. 12). Let’s not forget that
sometimes a process of subjectivation is a
process of disidentification or declassifica-
tion. An ““outcast’ is the name of those who
are denied an identity in a given order of pol-
icy” (Ranciere, 1992, p. 61). So, political sub-
jectivation may be “the enactment of equality
by people who are together to the extent that
they are between” (ibid) — between identities,
between cultures, between territories - and
“relying on a crossing of names: names that
link the name of a group or class to the name
of no group or no class, that link a being to a
nonbeing or a not-yet-being” (ibid). That’s
why “the place of a political subject is a gap:
being together to the extent that we are in be-
tween” (Ranciere, 1992, p. 62). I relate this “in
between” condition to some post-structuralist
critique (cf. Butler, 1999 [1990]; Crenshaw,
1991; Mouffe, 2018) that attributes to con-
temporary identity politics the crucial role of
exposing, as the basis of social injustice, the
equivocal view of the subject as metaphysical
substance - a cohesive entity, equal to itself
and ontologically, if not actually, prior to any
form of social injustice. Furthermore, con-
temporary identity politics should allow us to
note the paradox of acting from one's own sit-
uated, contingent, normative position while
simultaneously being "subject to", a paradox
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which must be rebutted for the emancipation
of the subject(s).

Ranciere is clear when he elaborates that
political subjectivation can then be under-
stood as "a collective process" when the po-
litical subject is a “group” engaged in a pro-
cess of emancipation, and from which it is ex-
pected mostly three things: the ability to artic-
ulate a dimension of dissent with the general
logics of dominance; the breakdown of the
global count of society due to the production
(and exposure) of a part that exceeds norma-
tivity; and finally, the affirmation of "equal ca-
pacity of anyone, any group to manifest and
formulate the terms of a political question”
(Tassin, 2012, p. 47).% It is defended explicitly
that “the construction of such cases of equal-
ity is not the act of an identity, nor is it the
demonstration of the values specific to a
group”, it is, “an heterology, a logic of the
other” (Ranciere, 1992, p. 60).10

So, “universalism is never univocal”, as
Etienne Balibar once said (2020, p. vii), and
that may be what also constitutes its strength:
as a persistent site of conflict within society
and subjects themselves, the universal is con-
stituted by performative contradictions that
nevertheless provide the emancipatory force
necessary to stimulate and (re)imagine con-
temporary politics and philosophy. Many of
the contemporary struggles show us “how in
every assertion of universality there lies a dis-
avowal of the particular and a refusal of spec-
ificity” (Mouffe, 1993, p. 13). The idea of a
“radical democracy” demands this acknowl-
edgement, that “the particular, the multiple,
the heterogeneous - in effect, of everything
that had been excluded by the concept of Man
in the abstract”,'! require the unfolding of
democratic practices, require operations for
“Institutionalizing them into ever more di-
verse social relations” (Mouffe, 1993, pp. 12-
13). An action that requites the assumption of
new and intersectional subject positions that
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would allow the articulation between struggles
many times interpreted as independent as,
e.g., antiracism, antisexism and anticapitalism
(ct. Mouffe, 1993).

These lines of thought relate importantly
with a notion of “commons” that may be
translated, following Michael Hardt and An-
tonio Negri, as a collective construction of
concepts, where the intelligence and the ac-
tion of the multitude!? are combined, “making
them work together”. Constructing concepts
is as relational common good (contrasting
with substantial, material, common goods),
and means “bringing to reality a project that
is a community”, a project fully “invested by
a phenomenology of production, an episte-
mology of the concept” (Hardt & Negti,
2000, pp. 302-3). It is invested also by co-re-
sponsible practices conducted by individuals
committed with the principles of liberty,
equality, and pluralism. As such, subjectivity
as practice and as relation of interdependen-
cies may favor awareness and comprehension
of the potentialities of collective action (cf.
Laclau, 2005). Ultimately these perspectives,
epitomized in a collective configuration of
subjectivity, lead us into the consideration of
conditions of possibility for the common, hope-
fully to imbue #he common with a greater re-
sponsiveness to individual and collective con-
temporary inequalities.

We stand in face of one of today’s crucial
roles for philosophy in general, and for social
and political philosophy in particular: by re-
butting a priori relations and fixed categories
(cf. Moutfte, 1993, pp. 20-21), philosophy may
enable ways to construct and share a world of
meanings and possibilities. For example, in-
stead of trying to establish a definition of “lib-

> >

erty” and “equality”, political philosophy may
present the different, plural, intersectionall?
interpretations of those concepts and its pos-
sible (re)articulations. For the sake of such

philosophical strategy, we are required to
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problematize universalism, the essentialist
and naturalizing conception of social reality,
and the fiction of a unitary subject.

Moving from a primarily reflexive di-
mension of subjectivity to that of a relational
exercise between theory, practice, and hu-
manity (cf. Power 2007; Balibar, 2020), reveals
processes and dynamics of subjectivation that
are underway in social and power relations.
Processes and connections which can be mo-
bilized against forms of domination (Butler,
1999[1990]; Tassin, 2012; Mouffe, 1993) that
individuals or social groups confront daily in
their workplace, at home, dealing with institu-
tions, and in the public, political spaces of
contemporary world.
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litical action” (2018, p. 99, translated by the au-
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¢ Translated to English by the author.
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7 To the point that It may be defended that,
“[tloday, the situation of ontology signifies to
think existence at the height of this challenge to
thinking that is globalness as such (which is des-
ignated as ‘capital,” ‘(de) Westernization,” ‘technol-
ogy, ‘rupture of history,” and so forth)” (Nancy,
2000, pp. 46-47).

8 We should notice that “the singularity (...) is not
opposed to the universal, it indicates that any ele-
ment can, by proximity and connection, extend to
a plane that exceeds all particularity. Basically, the
singularity’s function replaces the universality’s
function” (Tassin, 2012, p. 48, translated by the
author).

9 Translated to English by the author.

10 Ranciére is very clear justifying this heterology:
it is always “the denial of an identity given by an-
other or by the ruling order of policy”; “it is a
demonstration, and a demonstration always sup-
poses another”; and finally, “the logic of subjecti-
vation always entails an impossible identification”
with already established names and/or categoties
(1992, pp. 60, 62).

11 Mouffe pertinently reminds us that possibly the
“Increasing dissatisfaction with the abstract uni-
versalism of the Enlightenment explains the reha-
bilitation of the Aristotelian concept of phronesis
(...). It is agreed today that we need to broaden
the concept of rationality to make room for the
'reasonable’ and the 'plausible’ and to recognize
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the existence of multiple forms of rationality”
(1993, p. 14).

12 Negri and Hardt define “multitude” as “an in-
ternally different, multiple social subject whose
constitution and action is based not on identity or
unity (...) but on what it has in common” (Negti
&Hardt, 2004, p. 100). In fact, “the innumerable,
specific types of labor, forms of life, and geo-
graphical location, which will always necessarily
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remain, do not prohibit communication and col-
laboration in a common political project” (Negri
&Hardt, 2004, pp. 105-6).

13 Intersectionality recognizes, in the processes of
subjectivation, the overlapping and mutual rein-
forcement of inequalities, and defends the chance
of theoretical-practical opportunities for the col-
lective and revolutionary subject to promote so-
cio-political structural transformations.

Astrolabio. Revista Internacional de Filosofia

Ao 2022Num.26 (diciembre)



