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Recently, the research premise has become well established that in many respects, it is more
fruitful to conceive of ‘the subject’ as a localizable and historicizable phenomenon than as a
universal category. The context dependency of self-making can be elucidated by the term
subjectivation: the subject is not always already ‘there’, but is constituted and constitutes itself in a
complex interplay between the individual and concrete contexts and objects of its actions and
thinking. The methodological approach to the issues ensuing from this conception has been
primarily informed by governmentalist and (in the German-speaking discussion) praxeological
perspectives: on the one hand, the etymology of sub-iectum already points to the connection of
submission and self-formation; on the other hand, the conception of the subject as action (vis-à-vis
static being) widens the net to be able to capture the social interplay within which it both engages
itself and is formed. Both approaches presuppose an implication of knowledge: the
governmentalist view, by utilizing dispositives as power/knowledge complexes in their
arguments1; the praxeological view, by presupposing meaning structures inscribed into practices
in the form of ‘codes’.2
With our conference, we aim to consider the issue of how this knowledge can be conceptualized
and weigh up its methodological import for research utilizing the term subjectivation. Our line of
inquiry goes beyond the matter of the localization of knowledge in the aforementioned
approaches: we seek to clarify to what extent the history of knowledge of the subject – as a history
of its scientific conceptions – is relevant for the research of subjectivation. To what extent does one
become a subject due to the knowledge we have gleaned about being one? And to what extent is
this knowledge renewed and transformed by this process? Thus, the aim of the conference is not to
contribute a further theoretical history of the subject to the ones that are already in existence. 3
Instead, we are concerned with the issue of whether subjectivation is conceivable as a process not
only originating in practices and power relationships, but also in knowledge – taking all (human
scientific) discourses into account which vouch for the historical existence of a form of subject
knowledge. For though many of the recent approaches to subject history can be gathered under
the broad roof of discourse analysis, the fundamental element of the latter, namely the description
of knowledge regimes, was not their central undertaking in the face of their social-historical
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perspectives in a broad sense of the term. Thus, it is the aim of this conference to emphasize the
value of such a description for subject-historical reflection.4
This aim entails several further questions, first, with regard to the subject matter and form of
subject-historical knowledge, second, in relation to the consequences which could ensue from a
history of knowledge focus for the definition of the subject as historicizable and for issues of
subjectivation. Whereas in French philosophy there is already a subject-historical approach which
remains true to the philosophical core of the term by conceiving the subject as a form of reflexive
self-referentiality and by anchoring its historicizability in specific forms of knowledge which give
this self-referentiality concrete form and act as its mediator5, in the mainly praxeological German
language debate the subject is generally conceived as being historical in the respect that the
concrete life-world contexts of its actions presuppose subjectivation. However, it seems plausible
to suppose the possibility of a history of knowledge of the subject, which, via the discursive
overlaps and interconnections of disciplines such as theology, philosophy, psychology, political
theory, and social sciences (and also literature and other arts), could culminate in a description of
historical subject forms whose periodization is orientated to the congruency of the development of
theoretical knowledge, and, thus, probably would take on a different shape vis-à-vis the primarily
sociological (i.e., praxeological and governmentalist) approaches. 6
The question of how these approaches could complement one another also implies the question of
what form knowledge regarding the subject takes. Firstly, it is necessary to differentiate highly
formalized, academic knowledge discourses from popular scientific or ‘inter-discourses’
transporting knowledge in forms which utilize more symbolic or metaphoric packaging (and, thus,
perhaps in forms more palatable for subjectivation)7; furthermore, it seems prudent to consider
seriously how the above-named approaches privilege respective knowledge forms. For example, it
is apparent that governmentalist approaches focus upon knowledge regarding disciplinary
institutions and knowledge relevant for application (e.g., therapy) and praxeological approaches, in
turn, are primarily invested in uncovering non-propositional, implicit, and process-orientated
knowledge forms (know how). In contrast, epistemologically informed discourse analyses are
concerned with theoretical substance and concepts. This difference coincides with, amongst other
things, the issue of whether historical knowledge is to be described as a heterogeneous
conglomerate of loosely coupled and, perhaps, contradictory elements leading to a hybrid
conception of subjectivation or whether logical coherence is attributed to discursive regularities
leading to a conception of subjectivation as a meaningful concentration of conceptual ways of
thinking in a certain form of self-referentiality. Thus, at the heart of the conception of this
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conference is the issue of how these diverse knowledge forms can be mediated with each other or
merge within the concept of subjectivation.
The issues relating to knowledge listed thus far also hint at the need of differentiating the concept
of subjectivation accordingly. Whereas the praxeological view tends to locate historically
determined structures on the side of practices while seeing the subject in connection with the
(idiosyncratic) individual acquisition and transformation of such practices8, the history of
knowledge perspective on the subject makes clear that the factor of (reflexive) self-referentiality
also needs to be qualified with regard to its historicizability.9 This does not entail methodologically
disposing of the tension between historical determination and individual autonomy, which
praxeological subjectivation theories attempt to capture, in favour of discourses. However, it does
imply the question of the specificity of subjectivation in the medium of knowledge, as compared to
other forms of subjectivation (and, thus, the question of how subjectivation is describable from the
viewpoint of historical epistemology). Thus, it is not our aim to question the relationship between
knowledge and subjectivation as an inquiry into the existence of ‘discourse positions’ and their
amenability for subjectivation in the sense of participation in a discursive power structure, as this
often is the case in work following Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge (the conference is not
concerned with the history of the ‘knowledgeable subject’). Rather, it is up for debate whether
discursively conceived subject models necessarily delimit or, indeed, also enable individual
autonomy.10
A preliminary hypothesis regarding how subjectivation in the context of knowledge discourses
differs from subjectivation as a sociologically describable phenomenon can be gleaned from the
observation that subjectivation in praxeological and governmentalist contexts is treated as the
respective acquisition and filling in of concrete life-world action and social frameworks.
Subsequently, subjectivation is seen primarily in respect to identity formation. A critique of this
view from the angle of a history of knowledge could be that whoever deems subjectivation to be
the answer to the question “Who am I?” is effectively not inquiring into the subject, but rather the
self. On a history of science perspective, which takes theoretical definitions of subjectivity into
account, the line of inquiry relevant for subjectivation could be summed up with “How do I
function?”: subject forming would then be self-referentiality mediated by knowledge, e.g., on the
basis of psychological models which preform the notion of the individual via its own possible and
probable streams of consciousness. That such forms of knowledge can have a pivotal effect on
subjectivation can, for instance, be gathered from a history of literature collating the changing
forms of the depiction of consciousness.11 Thus, one of the central questions of the conference will
be which types of knowledge can contribute to being able to reconceptualize subjectivation as a
matter of reflexive self-relations.
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