KyabTypHO-ucTOpHUYECcKast TICUXOJIOTHUS

2023.T. 19. Ne 1. C. 35—40

DOT: https://doi.org/10.17759 /chp.2023190105
ISSN: 1816-5435 (neyartHsbiii)

ISSN: 2224-8935 (online)

Cultural-Historical Psychology

2023. Vol. 19, no. 1, pp. 35—40

DO https://doi.org/10.17759 /chp.2023190105
ISSN: 1816-5435 (print)

ISSN: 2224-8935 (online)

The “I” Status in the Cultural and Activity Discourse!

Vadim A. Petrovsky

National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow, Russia
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5931-0738, e-mail: vpetrovsky@hse.ru

The concept of the I that is present in the scholarly and mundane consciousness is inwardly paradoxi-
cal, as it contains the risk of regression to “bad infinity”. Thus, “I see an object” obviously creates in me
the image of the object; by implication, “someone” inside me sees the image of the perceived object and,
consequently, an image of the image, which has just arisen, emerges then; this new image further transforms
into an object of internal perception, and so on and so forth, “to infinity”. The same logic of regression into
bad infinity applies to the individual’s experiences and aspirations regressing into the far reaches of the
Transcendental 1. An alternative to such an understanding forms a viewpoint on the I as a dynamic whole
in the unity of its four modes, “the Existential 1", “the Phenomenological 17, “the Presuming I”, and the
“Self-valuable I”. The assumed fact that initially there is “someone” “in me”, as part of the Phenomenologi-
cal I, that “feels”, “looks”, “acts” and “experiences”, is revised. It is surmised that the assumed (imaginary) I
becomes real (acquires agency) through the mediation of the individual’s contacts with his or her environ-
ment. The four modes of the I are generated through the individual’s activity manifested in various ways
(search, imitation, purposeful activity and supra-adaptive activity). The involvement of the I in the culture
and activity discourse enables the unified interpretation of concepts that are present in philosophical and
psychological systems that are significantly different in their premises.
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[IpucyTcTByOMIas B HAyYHOM U OOBIICHHOM CO3HAHUM 1jles S| BHYTPEHHE TapalOKCaIbHa, 3aK/I0uast B
cebe puck perpecca B «1ypHyt 6eCKOHEUHOCTh>. Tak, «S51 BIKY 00bEKT» ¢ OUEBUAHOCTHIO POKIAET BO MHE
06pa3 00beKTa; TPETION0KUTETBHO, IPU ITOM «KTO-TO» BHYTPH MEHSA BUANT 006pa3 BOCIIPUHATOrO 0ObEKTa
U, CJIeJI0OBATENIbHO, jajiee POKAAeTcst 06pa3 TOJIbKO YTO BO3HUKIIETO 06pasa; jajiee 9TOT HOBBII 06pa3 mpe-
Bpalaercst B 00bEKT BHYTPEHHETO BOCIPHUSATHS | T. JI. ¥ T. II., <10 OecKoHeuHOCTH». Ta jke JIoTHKa perpecca
B «/LypPHYIO GECKOHEYHOCTb» OTHOCUTCS K TIePEsKMBAHUSIM U CTPEMJICHUSIM HHMBU/IA, PEIPECCUPYST B Jajin
TPAHCIEHIEHTAILHOTO SI. AJbTepHaTHBY 11000HOMY HOHUMAaHWIO 00pas3yeT B3IJisiy Ha 51 Kak JuHaMuue-
CKOE 11€JI0€ B €IUHCTBE YETHIPEX €r0 MOAYCOB — «3K3UCTEHIMAIbHOE S1», «beHoMeHambHOE S», «1toaraio-
mee S» u «camorennoe $I». TIpeogosieBaeTcss MHUMOCTD TOTO, 4TO OYTO UBHAYATIBLHO «BO MHE>, B COCTABE
(beroMeHaNIBHOTO §1, eCTh «KTO-TO», KTO «CMOTPUT», «JIeHiCTBYeT», <mepeskuBaets. [Ipenonaraeres, uto
MHIMOE S, omocpestyst KOHTaKThl MHAMBHUIA ¢ €r0 OKPY/KEHHEM, oOpeTaeT JeHCTBUTENLHOCTD (CyOheKT-
HOCTB). VICTOUHMK TOPOKAEHUS YeThIPeX MOAYCOB S — esATeIbHOCTh MHANBU/IA B PA3HOOOPA3HBIX MPO-

! The article is based on the author's speech at a conference dedicated to A.N. Leontiev's 120" anniversary (the oral form of narration is pre-

served).

2 B ocHOBe cTaThbyl — BBICTYILIEHNE aBTOpa Ha KoHbepeHny, mocssientoit 120-netuio A.H. JleonTseBa (coxpansiercst ycTHas (hopma 1mo-
BECTBOBAHUS ).
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SIBJIEHUSIX €r0 aKTUBHOCTU: OPUEHTHPOBOYHO-TIOUCKOBOM, YIIOA00UTENbHOM, 1eJIeBOM 1 Ha/-aJlallTUBHON
(«1eaTesIbHOCTH TIepekuBaHus» ). Bosiedenne S B KyJabTypHO-AEATESbHOCTHBIN UCKYPC TO3BOJISIET B
CANHOM KJIIO4Ye TpaKTOBaTb naeu, HpI/ICyTCTByIOH_[I/Ie B CyLLIeCTBeHHO paBHbIX II0 CBOUM UCXO/IHBIM IIOCBIJI-

KaM (bI/IJIOCO(bCKI/IX 1 IICUXOJIOTUYECKUX CUCTEMaX.

Knioueesvte cnosa: JAeATEeJIbHOCTD, KyJIbTypHO-l[e?[Te]IbHOCTHbeI IIOAXO0/T, 9K3UCTEHIIMAJIbHOE H, (beHO-

MeHasbHOe S, mosmaraoniee S, camorieHHoe S1.

Mg nuratel: Ilemposcruit B.A. O ctatyce «f1» B KyJabTypHO-IesTeIbHOCTHOM AncKypce // KyabpTypHo-nctopudeckast
neuxosorust. 2023. Tom 19. Ne 1. C. 35—40. DOT: https://doi.org/10.17759/chp.2023190105

his paper aims to outline how the I is interpreted

with regard to the activity, or more precisely the
cultural-activity approach (A.G. Asmolov et al.). Phe-
nomenologically, the T — partly incognito, without
self-promotion — appears in every psychological con-
struction when one speaks of activity and conscious-
ness, as if there is always someone who acts, contem-
plates, thinks, experiences, strives. In other words,
“activity” in ordinary consciousness is what I do (re-
member the old Russian word deir); “consciousness”
is what I have. We often prefer not to think about the
fact that activity, according to G.P. Shchedrovitsky
[21], can be “impersonal” and that consciousness, as
V.P. Zinchenko says [2], is nobody’s, or rather, we sup-
press this idea as something unusual or discouraging
(“What do you mean by “impersonal”?”; “What do
you mean by “nobody’s”?!”)

However, there is a problem here! For example, when
we talk about psychic phenomena, the question remains:
who are these phenomena to?

This is what S.L. Rubinstein writes in “Fundamen-
tals of General Psychology”: “Our perceptions, thoughts,
Jeelings, our aspirations, intentions, desires etc”. — all of
these are “... given to us directly, as if they were experi-
ence”... “Belonging to the individual experiencing them,
to the subject, is the first characteristic feature of all the
psychic” [17,p. 19].

But this is precisely the point at which the question
is valid. If the psychic contents are always given to me,
as a bodily individual (subject), as a unique I, then such
an understanding, while seemingly unquestionable, gen-
erates an image of endless “little men” in “little men”,
where each successive one reproduces in oneself what
was presented in one’s predecessor’s mind.

Yet this is true not only in Rubinstein’s works... In
the phrase “it is not thinking that thinks, it is the person
who thinks”, we also indirectly, sometimes namelessly,
use the idea of the “subject” of the inner life, i.e. the one
who thinks, perceives, experiences, who reflects all these
things internally. The risk of falling into the abyss of bad
infinity is obvious (Fig. 1).

How to overcome, how to curb “at the start” bad infin-
ity? How can we prevent appearing a dull series of little
men in little men? Isn’t it better not to aspire to visibility
at all, accepting the fact that our intention to represent
the I in any way is fundamentally utopian? Should we
agree that I is crucially invisible, “not visualisable”, that
it — the T — is visible, invisible? Let us imagine one artist’s
nude self-portrait; we see nothing in front of us, only the
artist’s signature and his painting’s title (Fig. 2).

But wouldn’t it be absurd to try to visualize the invis-
ible? The author of these words (not the author of the
drawing!) thinks so: yes, it is absurd!

Here is another solution. The I is treated as a psycho-
physical whole among its four attributes.

o The Existential I (“the L'in feeling”, “I-feeling”, “The
Oceanic I”).

* The Phenomenal I (“The I in representation”, “The
Whimsical I”, “The Imaginary I7).

 The Presuming I (“The I in action”, “I-striving”, “I-
will”, “The Intentional I7).

o The Self-valuable I (“The Authentic 17, “The T in
experience”, “The T for myself”).

| (SUBJECT)

The l-acting

The l-experiencing

Fig. 1. Naive picture of I. Sometimes three images are
combined, which doesn’t save the theorist from “falling” into

“bad infinity” (Petrovsky [10])
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As we shall see, a special role in forming the I's four
attributes (hypostases) is played by activity, which com-
bines complex activity manifestations.

The Existential I is represented by multiple sensa-
tions, or, more accurately, by a co-sentiment of sensations:
Jeelings [19], “sensuous fabric”, “amodal sensations” [5].
It is a fabric of subjectivity, the “matter of the I” (“materi-
al cause”, according to Aristotle). In psychoanalysis the
Existential I corresponds in part to the “oceanic feeling”
noted by R. Rolland and featured in Sigmund Freud’s
letters to the writer [23].

The activity involved in the Existential I emergence is
represented by the individual’s activity transforming the
“irritability” of the body into sensation as such (orienta-
tional-seeking activity in the cultural-activity paradigm).
The idea of co-senses as a “matter” of the I is, to some
extent, a reincarnation of David Hume’s [22] and Ernst
Mach’s [8] well-known views on the nature of the 1.

“NVISIBLE MAN”.
SELF-PORTRAIT

V. Petrovsky, 2020,
Louvre

(application for placement
under consideration)

Fig. 2. “Another solution?”
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Fig. 3. “Little men” with word-chain comments. Note that the
commentary words are not a “who is who” explanation for the
reader. They are as much a part of a structured phenomenal
field as the other elements that make it up [12]

The Phenomenal I. 1t is the image of the individual as
a bodily being combined with images of other elements
of the environment, which forms an overall structured
phenomenal field (“territory of the 17, James [1]). The
foregoing is represented as a configuration of impres-
sions, perceptions, fantasies and can be schematized as
“little men” and symbols of their presence in each other
as well as “things”, existing and reflected. Additionally,
the territory of the I includes trajectories of connec-
tion between elements, visual-audio paths, they conju-
gate images of people and things; we call them “tracks”
(Fig. 3).

All this, in the process of development of the I, the in-
dividual will consider “his”, saying “It is mine” [1]. This
scheme relates our understanding of the Phenomenal I
to the constructions of V.A. Lefebvre [6; 7], the creator
of “little men” who have been living in the expanse of
G.P. Shchedrovitsky’s and his followers’ [21] organiza-
tional-activity games for more than half a century.

This view of the I significantly corrects the conven-
tional notions, differing from them in principle. As part of
the phenomenal field, the “drawn” T itself does not “per-
ceive” anything, does not act “out of itself”, and is not
ready to “experience” anything. To illustrate this, there
is a fragment of the phenomenal field sketched by Ernst
Mach [8] (Fig. 4).

One may ask: “Who, though, sees the subjective con-
tents-creations of the psyche?” — I answer: “Nobody”.
The art gallery is empty. There are no viewers there.
There is no artist. His self-portrait is present. But it is
also a painting, one of those in the gallery [9]. None of the
elements of the phenomenal field, none of their combina-
tions contain activity, are not endowed with secret “psy-
chic energy”, “psychic causality”, according to V.V. Ze-
nkovsky, which has been and is still being written about
by many people without even a slightest thought about

Fig. 4. The Phenomenal I (Mach [8, p. 37])°.
Hint: eyebrow, nose, moustache

3 In the article [12] the author gives a more detailed commentary on this figure.
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consequences — it was once criticized by Gustav Speth
(in his critical works he strongly emphasized the “non-
energetic character” of T [20]).

The Phenomenal 1 is the result of assimilative (reflec-
tive) activity that “absorbs” the socio-cultural life reali-
ties: people’s behavior, the movement of things, commu-
nication acts, signs and their handling, the image of the
individual’s own mobile physical body — all that forms
the “territory of the I”. An integral “image of the world”
is formed in the context of associative activity [5], syn-
thesizing diverse elements of the phenomenal field,
imaginary “I see”, “I experience”, “I act”, some “imprint”
of the world (society, culture, things) in the material of
the individual’s “feelings” (a pattern of co-sensations).

Our thesis, then, is that the Phenomenal I, as a pat-
tern of co-sensations, mediates the individual’s interac-
tion with his environment. What is meant is that com-
binations of structured phenomenal field’s elements are
capable of guiding behavior, configuring an individual’s
contacts with the world. Such an I is a model of a possible
future, a “formal cause”, according to Aristotle.

The Presuming I manifests itself in action. In char-
acterizing this mode of the I, we introduce the notion of
subjectless activity [14], which means the dynamic ma-
terial of becoming activity. Once upon a time Immanuel
Kant left a short and rather elegant definition of activ-
ity — “causality of cause” — “for use” by grateful poster-

The sign-mediated

activity
_—_::-:, (7' I+ =

\ . == T
b ==

non-subjective
activity

0‘#—/_____/

ity. Thus the Purpose was not written in the definition
of activity. Subjectless activity, as a “part” of activity, is
not characterized by purposiveness.

We accept three assumptions:

1) human individual’s activity is not always purpo-
sive, i.e. it can be, in particular, subjectless;

2) encountering the “picture” (where the “subject”,
with its “inner world” and other elements of the struc-
tured phenomenal field, is already “drawn”), activity be-
comes oriented (Fig. 5)*.

3) Purposive processes are conditioned by a mis-
match between the Phenomenal I's structures mediating
the activity and the new structures corresponding to the
produced activity results. The dissonance possible in this
case generates an impulse to overcome the discrepancy,
and in this way the I converts into the acting cause (in
Aristotle’s terms) of subsequent acts. The needed future
model appears in the phenomenal field (we use N.A. Ber-
nstein’s well-known term in the new context). It stimu-
lates and directs activity. Thus, the mirage of a spring in
a desert does not quench thirst in itself, but it induces
and directs the traveler’s behavior —sometimes towards
the spring, sometimes past it.

The Self-valuable (Authentic) I means the experi-
ence of the fullness of one’s own subjectivity. When
the desired and produced effects of activity coincide, a
sense of consonance is born, experienced as pleasure, be

.+_

N0 ™~0O®d =02

— The primary mental form, the iconic confiquration of the

I =

prototype of the |

The behavioral form, configured with the | sign

1 "= The behavioral form, configured by something or someone else

T '""=The secondary mental form, the iconic configuration of the |

4 =

The connection with the environment (environmental models
or the environment itself)

Fig. 5. The configuration of the I is not only a mediator in the row “activity—sign—world”,
but also a form of behavior (the I'), an isomorphic configuration of the phenomenal field; reflected in the object
thus becoming a new stream of impulses (the 1), activity returns to its source (the individual) and establishes a new
order in the sign mental field (the I the I'””) or confirms the previous order (the I = the I'”). It means that the I acquires
the status of a signifier: the I (the signifier) joins the I'” (the signified). It is conceivable that this unification corresponds
to the Fichtean “I am”

* Whereas in E.V. Ilyenkov’s famous interpretation of the ideal 3], activity assimilates the form of a thing existing externally, giving it a sec-
ond life (“being a thing outside a thing”), in our case the ideal comes from I, a pattern of co-phenomena in the inner world.
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it pleasure of rest (according to S. Freud), or excitement
(in heterostasis concepts)®. Pleasure here is the ultimate
cause (according to Aristotle) of supra-adaptive activity
[16] (the self-renewing “activity of experience” [15]). In
E.B. Starovoitenko’s terms [18], we could say about ac-
quiring and reproducing a higher state of “self-identity
of the I"”, “clarity of the I”. Developing the metaphor of a
traveler going to a mirage, we can state that in this case
the mirage of the spring turns into a thirst-quenching
spring itself. For more details see our articles [10; 11; 12;
13; 14; 15; 16].

As a result, the I appears as a wholeness — causa sui
(“cause of self”), uniting in itself four causes (accord-
ing to Aristotle) — material (“from what”), formal (“on
the form of what”), acting (“because of what”) and final
(“for what”).

In conclusion, please allow me to synthesize the pos-
sible status of the I'in cultural-activity discourse. I think
that the category of the I is a unique condition for vi-
able integration of ideas developed at different times in
history by creators of diverse philosophical and psycho-
logical systems — ideas of D. Hume (“the I” is a knot or
a complex of current perceptions), B. Spinoza (causa sui,
“reasons of the self”), J. Fichte (“I am”), E. Mach (the I
as a stable perceptual complex), L.S. Vygotsky (the Iim-
bued with psychological systems and the instrumental
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