
ABSTRACT
Because psychology lacks a comprehensive theory of subjectivity that accounts for the entanglement of the social, cul-
tural, historical, interpersonal, and personal, relevant elements for a theory of subjectivity are identified and presented. 
An important dimension for a theory of subjectivity is the reality of living everyday life, which includes working, relating, 
as well as self-processes. However, traditional psychology, including philosophical psychology, has neglected the role 
of work in mental life. It is argued that it is insufficient to address interaction and relationality or internal processes in 
the development of a theory subjectivity. Using Hannah Arendt’s and Nancy Fraser’s distinctions, it is argued that polit-
ical-philosophical reflections on work remain important for understanding subjectivity. Consequences for an approach 
that includes work in a theory of subjectivity are discussed. 
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Arguments that psychology needs a theory of subjectivity 
have been expressed increasingly inside and outside 
the discipline (e.g., Rey, Martinez & Goulart, 2019). 
The ongoing subdivision of mental life into minute 
parts, hollow concepts and quantifiable variables and 
the lack of theoretical integration have shown that 
the natural-scientific approach remains insufficient to 
solve significant foundational problems in the field of 
mental life (Teo, 2018a). It has become historically and 
conceptually evident that the psychological sciences are 
not able to address the problem of subjectivity and that 
the psychological humanities are needed (Teo, 2017). 
Arguably, ignoring a theory of subjectivity will leave 
the theory and practice of psychology impoverished. 
Yet, it should be apparent that any proposed theory of 
subjectivity will remain preliminary due to temporality 
and contextuality of psychological phenomena and that 
it may be more appropriate to reflect on the conditions 
for the possibility of such a theory.

From the perspective of the psychological 
humanities, subjectivity refers to the wholeness of first-
person somato-psychological life. This means not to 
isolate and privilege one dimension of mental life (e.g., 
cognition, the unconscious, behavior, affects) and that 
physis and the body need to be included in a theory of 
subjectivity, whereby they refer not only to natural but 
also socially constituted entities (e.g., gendered body). 

The focus on first-person mental life includes the idea 
that psychologists need to understand subjectivity in 
the actual conduct of everyday life (see also Holzkamp, 
2016), which is embedded in history, culture, society, 
lifeworlds, communities, relationships, and the 
personal. A theory of subjectivity neither neglects 
the socio-historical dimensions of subjectivity nor 
the intricacies of inner life. I submit that a theory of 
subjectivity that accounts for knowledge cannot be 
gained by reinterpreting ideas of grand thinkers but 
must be gained from the „objects“ themselves, which 
include current empirical (quantitative or qualitative) 
research on mental life. 

Theorizing subjectivity

They are several elements in a theory of subjectivity, but 
for the purpose of this argument the most important 
principle is the entanglement of socio-subjectivity, 
inter-subjectivity and intra-subjectivity. From a critical-
theoretical tradition, this entanglement refers to an 
overarching principle, from which all psychological 
contents and functions must be understood (it does 
not mean that this principle always plays out in the 
same way). Socio-subjectivity should account for 
the historical, cultural, and societal dimensions of 


