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Introduction

The aim of this volume is to present the question 
of subjectivity and autonomy from the perspective of 
human development during the life course and attempt to 
extend and deepen, at least to a certain extent, knowledge 
concerning selected scopes and stages of development.

In psychological literature, the issue of human 
subjectivity and autonomy is not mainstreamed. The 
term “subject” or “subjectivity” cannot be found in the 
Dictionary of Psychology by Reber (1985), while the 
entry “autonomy”, in the general sense, was defined 
with one word – independence. While autonomy can 
still be read about in psychology textbooks for students, 
subjectivity hardly gets any place in them. This fact may 
seem surprising in light of the meaning and importance 
of subjectivity in human development and functioning 
in various fields (see Obuchowski, 1977, 1995; Uchnast, 
1990a & b; Niemczyński, 1994, 2007; Popielski, 1994; 
Stachowski, 2002; Straś-Romanowska, 1999, 2004, 
2011; Gasiul, 2006; and Jarymowicz, 2008), including 
the existential role of the subject-subject relationship 
(Zagórska, 2011, 2012, 2015a & b).

Why does the importance of this issue not go hand-
in-hand with the volume of theoretical considerations 
concerning this issue showcased in both Polish and 
international psychological literature? The concept of 
human subjectivity, which is ambiguous in psychology and 
rooted in philosophy, the essence of which is connected 
with an individual’s free will, has shared the fate of the 
latter in psychology. The incapacity to reconcile free will 
with determinism has led to the removal – in the second 
half of the 20th century – of the category of the “will” from 
the vocabulary of scientific psychology. “However, in 
so much as the term itself was effectively gotten rid of,” 

Sotwin writes (2010), “psychology was, to this extent, 
incapable of describing neither the functioning of the mind, 
nor the behaviour of the human being without the content 
that this term entailed […]. Hence, it introduced many other 
terms in its place, like ‘subjective control’, ‘self-control’, 
and ‘causation’… ” (Sotwin, 2010, p. 13). At present, 
a turn towards the concept of free will and subjectivity 
can be observed, although they have returned in academic 
psychology in a somewhat different than personalistic 
cover.

Contrary to personalistic and existential-pheno-
menological psychology, there have been few attempts 
to define the concept of subjectivity and autonomy in 
the psychosocial field. Thus, a closer look will be taken 
at selected approaches and definitions of subjectivity and 
autonomy in order to specify more accurately the functions 
that they fulfill in the general development and functioning 
of the human person. From this perspective, we will move 
on to refer to the texts included in the presented volume.

Subjectivity and autonomy 
in selected theoretical approaches

Various theoretical approaches to the issue of 
subjectivity can be found in psychological literature, 
albeit mainly within personality, cognitive and social 
psychology (Reykowski, 1988; Uchnast, 1990a & b; Straś-
-Romanowska, 1999; Popielski, 1994; Majczyna, 2000; 
Gasiul, 2006; and Jarymowicz, 2008). At first, we will 
focus on two terms: the subject and subjectivity. 

The subject, in the simplest dictionary definition 
(Podsiad, Więckowski 1983, col. 273), is a feeling or 
acting human being. The subject of psychological study 
is the sense of being the subject. The personal experience 
and experiencing the fact of being the subject are important 
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in psychology. Subjectivity, according to Reykowski 
(1988), is primarily subjective activity driven by the goals 
selected or created by the subject. According to Reykowski, 
subjective activity gives the person their individuality.

In the view of Jarymowicz (2008), when we speak of 
the subject, we are taking a functioning person into account, 
whereas subjectivity signifies a set of traits of the subject 
which are responsible for their functioning. Self-reflection 
enables a person to perceive her/himself as a person and 
consider themself capable of taking on activities in the 
world.

It is worth pointing out two significant approaches 
to the issue of subjectivity in psychological literature 
(Sotwin, 2006). The former emphasises that subjectivity 
is an individual’s gradual gaining control over the 
environment through the restriction of external pressures. 
The latter associates subjectivity with self-control and 
self-determination as well as the gradual reduction of 
internal pressures (relating to the human body and psyche). 
The authors of various concepts concerning the process 
of shaping a person’s subjectivity (Jarymowicz, 2008; 
Sotwin, 2003, 2006) emphasise the necessity of becoming 
independent from both external and internal limitations.

Jarymowicz (2008) identifies three types of 
manifestations of subjectivity that are closely linked to 
areas of human functioning: 1) the signs of subjectivity 
connected with the orientation cognitive sphere (e.g., self-
awareness, self-knowledge, defining one’s identity, etc.); 
2) those connected with the emotional and motivational 
sphere (e.g., the ability to assess oneself and the world, 
the formulation of goals, decision-making, and the 
creation of action programmes, etc.); and 3) those related 
to the executive sphere (e.g., the ability to exercise self-
control, personal causation, steering oneself and one’s own 
development).

A different approach is perceiving subjectivity in 
light of the premises of personalism (Straś-Romanowska, 
2010). The criterial features of the personal subject, 
which have been adopted here after the representatives 
of the vast philosophical anthropology mainstream, 
include: cognitive openness, axiological sensitivity, free 
will, and transgression. These attributes compound the 
personal potential of subjectivity that a person harnesses 
in various ways and to varying degrees throughout their 
life. Straś-Romanowska believes that being a subject is not 
merely an objective fact or a manner of existence which 
is characterised by intentional activity and causation but, 
above all, an ontological and existential fact connected 
with the personal condition and, at the same time, a life 
task. This means that the human being is a personal being 
endowed with specific attributes that define specific types 
of her/his activities. Subjective endowment, that is, the 
innate potential for subjectivity, in the opinion of Straś-
Romanowska (2010), imparts to the person the possibility 
of being a subject irrespective of the circumstances. 
A person, as a personal being, is a cognitively open being. 
This is because they are capable of being reflective not 
only based on knowledge and rational reasoning but also 
on experiences, which include the entirety of experiences, 

accompanied by feelings and intuitions. This results in 
a special kind of awareness – reflective self-awareness.

There is a tradition in personality psychology, reaching 
back to the works of James (1892), of distinguishing “the 
subjective Self” and the “objective Self” (cf. Bobryk, 
1981; Pervin, John, 1997). “The objective Self” fulfils 
important functions in behavioural control thanks to self-
awareness, self-knowledge, and the structure of the Self. 
The “subjective Self”, on the other hand, is linked to the 
ability to control onself and to think about oneself. It is 
considered to be the centre of human activity (Straś-
Romanowska, 2004). The “personal Self” is connected with 
human existence, with their existence in the world and her/
his relationships with the world and with other beings.

The concept of autonomy is closely linked to the 
concept of subjectivity. It is usually associated with 
independence or self-reliance in thoughts and actions. 
There are many dimensions of autonomy that can be 
discussed, also in relation to feelings and emotions, 
cognitive functioning, actions or self-image. It is often 
accepted in psychological literature that the autonomy of 
an adult person is distinguished by a sense of the person’s 
own individuality, independence, self-control, awareness 
of possessing a free will, awareness of a person being 
an independent entity, and a sense of being able to make 
choices.

The issue of autonomy in relation to human 
development has received a lot of attention from such 
prominent representatives as Piaget (e.g., Piaget, Inhelder, 
1989) or Erikson (e.g., 1968, 1994), and more recently 
also from Labouvie-Vief (1982, 1992). However, the link 
between autonomy and human subjectivity is demonstrated 
more clearly in the field of personality psychology. 

In Polish personality psychology, the issue 
of autonomy was tackled by Obuchowski (1977). 
According to him, autonomy signifies an individual’s 
independence from someone or something, whereas 
personality autonomy is a criterion of development of 
human subjectivity in the social area of life. The human 
“Self” is shaped in the process of individuation with 
the participation of other persons. The psychological 
maturation of the human person is the process of moving 
from the state of social dependence to independence in 
terms of the formulation of life goals and tasks. According 
to Obuchowski, the attainment of psychological and social 
autonomy is a lifelong process despite being connected 
with different psychological needs at the relevant stages 
of development.

Straś-Romanowska (1999), however, believes 
that changes in a person’s personality are driven by the 
individuation process and the advancement of autonomy. 
They result from the continuous reconstruction of the 
content of personal experience. Autonomy, that is, 
becoming independent from the outside world, knowledge 
of one’s inner Self, needs and capabilities can be treated as 
a factor stimulating development. Jarymowicz (1988) sees 
this dependence in a similar way, linking the shaping of 
a person’s personality and their subjectivity and autonomy 
to the individuation process.
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The issue of autonomy from the perspective of 

individual development during the life course has been 
studied in Poland by Niemczyński (1992, 1994, 2007) 
for over two decades. He developed an original theory 
concerning autonomous personal development as a process 
lasting an entire lifetime and creating its own, internal 
normative model. In contrast to other authors, Niemczyński 
considers understanding autonomy as an absolute 
independence as an error. He claims that “the autonomy 
of individual person development does not consist of 
becoming independent from other areas but is rather 
expressed in personal, not reduced to others, rules for the 
playing out of processes in this area” (Niemczyński, 1994, 
p. 3). The autonomy and development of the human person 
is considered in this approach as the autonomy of a person 
fostering bonding with others and not as the autonomy 
of a person becoming independent of relationships with 
others. 

Subjectivity and autonomy in theory 
and in research volume contents

The volume contains six articles written by 
developmental psychologists, researchers with many years 
of experience. Each of these texts provides new scientific 
knowledge about human subjectivity and autonomy in the 
relevant sphere of their functioning.

Adam Niemczyński, in the article titled “Autonomy 
of human mind and personality development”, 
develops and further pursues the original concept of the 
autonomy of development of the person coined in the 
1990s. In his article, the Author undertakes to identify 
the subject and objectives of psychological research 
on the individual development of a person. The concept 
of the autonomy of human development outlined in 
earlier papers (Niemczyński, 1992, 1994, 2007) has now 
been expanded. The author focuses on the autonomy of 
the development of the human mind and personality. 
A premise underpinning the Author’s deliberations is the 
explication made by Macnamara (1999) concerning the 
constitutive property of the human mind, which consists 
of the subject relating to the object in an act of the mind. 
This relationship of “the subject relating to the object” sets 
out, according to Niemczyński, the autonomous area of 
the mind and personality. The Author refers the concept 
of autonomy to individual human development. He also 
considers that the things of the mind should not be reduced 
to biological things. The processes taking place in these 
areas are governed by different laws. Niemczyński already 
emphasised this in earlier studies (1992, 1994, and 2007). 
In this article, however, he focuses on the two-partite 
“subject-object” relationship because he believes that it 
requires special attention if a greater insight is to be gained 
into the mind and personality in their autonomy.

Czesław Walesa, Elżbieta Rydz, and Małgorzata 
Tatala in the article “Test of the Structure and Level 
of Religiosity” present a proprietary tool for measuring 
these variables. Its underlying theoretical foundation is the 
cognitive developmental theory of integral development 

by Walesa (1997, 2005, and 2008). In his theory, the 
Author identified nine periods of development of human 
religiosity during the life course, from birth to late old 
age. The following factors are of particular importance in 
light of the topics discussed in this volume: the period of 
formation of autonomous religiosity (12–17 years of age), 
the period of religious authenticity (18–24 years of age), 
the period of realistic and stable religiosity (25–39 years 
of age), the period of fulfilled religiosity (40–60 years of 
age), and the religiosity of an aging person (over 60 years 
of age).

The presented test of religiosity is based on a holistic 
theory of religiosity, which assumes that its specific 
features are manifested at each of the stages of development 
and in different domains of human functioning. Religious 
reality is autotelic in nature, whereas the actual test serves 
theoretical, research and practical purposes. Religiousness 
concerns the spiritual sphere of the human being, a human 
person as an autonomous subject.

Maria Czerwińska-Jasiewicz, in the article “The 
creation of a concept of one’s own life by adolescents 
as a manifestation of subjectivity and autonomy”, 
presents an original notion concerning the formation 
of personal life concepts during adolescence, which is 
treated as a manifestation of subjectivity and autonomy. 
The Author bases her deliberations on two theoretical 
concepts: Piaget’s (1970), concerning the formation of 
a life design during adolescence, and Niemczyński’s (1980, 
1988, 1994), on the formation of an own life concept by 
a person during their life course. She presents an extended 
version of her original model of adolescents’ concepts on 
their own lives (Czerwińska-Jasiewicz, 2005, 2007, 2011, 
2015). In this model, she indicates the main elements of 
the own life concept of adolescents (preferred lifestyle, 
life goals, plans and decisions), and also discusses the 
main factors affecting the formation of this concept 
(value system, social factors, general development related 
factors, and individual characteristics). She then supports 
the thesis that the creation by adolescents of concepts 
of their own life during adolescence demonstrates 
subjectivity and autonomy. In the substantiation, she uses 
examples of her own research outcomes (Czerwińska-
-Jasiewicz, 2005, 2015) and showcases the views and 
results of research conducted by other authors (Nuttin, 
1980; Nurmi, 1991; Trempała & Malmberg, 1996; 
and Zaleski, 1991).

It is important to note that there is very limited 
knowledge of this subject. It is supplemented and enriched 
by the presented research results and the discussed original 
model of own life concepts of adolescents. 

The article of Ludwika Wojciechowska titled 
“Subjectivity and generativity in midlife” concerns 
the relationship between subjectivity and generativity 
and the subjective well-being in middle-aged persons. 
It is important to highlight that no such considerations 
or empirical research have been undertaken in Polish 
psychology. The results of original research on the 
relationship between generativity and subjective well-being 
during middle adulthood have been set out in the article. 
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This is the first attempt to study this dependency. The 
research was based on the theory of Erikson (1997, 2002), 
McAdams (2001), and Kotre and Kotre (1998). The 
findings of this research confirmed the positive relationship 
between generativity and subjective well-being and human 
subjectivity. 

Maria Straś-Romanowska in her article “The 
subjectiveness of older adults in the late works of 
eminent creators” analyses the subjectivity of an 
elderly person reflected in the works of illustrious artists. 
The Author sets out her considerations in light of the 
premises of personalism (Straś-Romanowska, 1999, 2004, 
2010). She points to a specific developmental trend of 
increasing inner subjectivity with age. It is characterised 
by a greater reflectivity, a focus on one’s own experiences 
and memories, and the summing up of their experiences 
to date. An openness to spiritual values is evident in the 
works of older artists. This is one of the few studies devoted 
to the analysis of creativity in late adulthood as a specific 
manifestation of subjectivity. This is indeed an original and 
excellently organised study written by a master and thinker 
who organises current knowledge in the aforementioned 
fields, pointing to the most significant elements and making 
an apt selection of examples showcasing the presented 
issue. 

Wanda Zagórska, in her article “Discovering 
subjectivity: A subjective world of meanings in the 
stories of the twilight of life” also analyses the signs of 
the human person’s subjectivity in later adulthood but 
does so on the basis of empirical research. She examines 
subjectivity in the hermeneutics mainstream (Zagórska, 
2011, 2012), on the border between psychology and 
philosophy, and empirically verifies the effectiveness of 
the method. The stories of elderly persons are analysed 
and interpreted in terms of the world of subjective 
meanings that they contain. This world is an empirically 
tangible manifestation of subjectivity. The Author points 
to the advantages of interpreting self-narration based on 
hermeneutic analysis. An undeniable value of this study is 
the presentation of the structure of the interview intended 
to provide the utmost motivation to disclose subjective 
meanings but also to facilitate the highest degree of 
interpretative compliance possible.

Conclusions

The presented volume entails attempts to proffer the 
issue of subjectivity and autonomy from the perspective 
of human development during the life course. This 
volume comprises original studies relating to selected 
developmental stages (adolescence, medium and late 
adulthood) and human functioning in the sphere of 
personality and mind, religiousness, the creation of 
one’s own life concept, generativity, creativity and self-
narration pertaining to one’s own life. Another important 
outcome of this collection is improving the knowledge of 
subjectivity and human autonomy from a developmental 
perspective through the original concepts, considerations 
and analyses set out in this scope. The innovativeness of 

these approaches and their original contribution to science 
must also be emphasised.
1) The theory of Niemczyński concerning the autonomy 

of human development is one of the few and most 
valuable contemporary theories of development 
during the life course. The Author originally relates the 
concept of autonomy to personal development. He also 
draws attention to the fact that acts of the mind are 
performed as “relations of the subject to the object”. 
This relationship – manifest in the form of thoughts, 
concerns, perceptions, expectations of memories, 
desires, and convictions – establishes the autonomous 
fields of the mind and personality. According to 
Niemczyński, nothing but the mind works in this way 
in the real world. The author of this theory strongly 
emphasises the non-reducibility of what is of the mind 
to what is biological. The processes taking place in 
these areas are governed by different laws. 

2) The theory of Walesa concerning the development 
of the religiousness of a human person during the 
life course is cognitive and developmental in nature. 
It is closely linked to the theoretical approaches of 
this nature, which explain religiousness through 
its structure and functions in relation to specific 
stages of development. He refers to the stage 
structure mainstream concept of the development 
of religiousness, comprising the theories of Fowler, 
Goldman, Elkind and Oser, as well as Gmunder 
(Walesa, 2005). The article of Walesa, Rydz and 
Tatala also presents the original Test of the Structure 
and Level of Religiosity, the theoretical basis of which 
is Walesa’s theory. It not only brings new knowledge 
concerning the development of religiousness of 
a human person but also gives valuable information 
on the new method of measurement of the structure 
and level of religiousness during the life course.

3) The theoretical model of Czerwińska-Jasiewicz 
(cf. 2005, 2015) concerns the concepts of adolescents 
on their own lives as a phenomenon that is specific 
to adolescence. The Author acknowledged this 
specific and common action of adolescents as 
a manifestation of their subjectivity and autonomy. 
Studies on this topic are few and far between, both 
in current and past psychological literature. The 
most valuable in this respect are the studies of Piaget 
(1970) and Niemczyński (1980, 1988, 1994). The 
article presents an extended version of the mentioned 
model and examples of results of the Author’s own 
research verifying the model. Notably, contemporary 
psychological literature lacked such a model. 

4) The elaboration of Wojciechowska presents the 
first attempt in Poland of researching the relationship 
between subjectivity and well-being and generativity 
during middle adulthood. The research was based on 
the theory of Erikson (1997, 2002), McAdams (2001), 
and Kotre and Kotre (1998). The results confirmed the 
relationship between subjectivity and well-being and 
generativity. They provide new information about the 
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positive relationship between the subjectivity of an 
adult and their generative attitudes and behaviours.

5) The article of Straś-Romanowska on the subjectivity 
of persons in late adulthood concerns the oeuvres 
analysed on the basis of the texts of famous writers 
in their senior years. The Author presents the 
issues undertaken with the competence of a leading 
representative of the personalism mainstream in Polish 
psychology. This is one of the very few studies on this 
topic kept within this mainstream.

6) The study of Zagórska brings valuable new 
information about the subjective nature of human life 
in late adulthood. This nature is manifest in the world 
of personal meanings of senior citizens studied by her, 
most fully revealed in the self-narration created in 
contact with another person (Zagórska, 2011, 2012). 
It is worth drawing attention to the valuable method of 
studying and analysing hermeneutic in nature results 
presented herein.

Apart from invaluable new knowledge on subjectivity 
and autonomy from a developmental perspective, the 
presented studies also constitute an attempt to develop and 
deepen the discussion and deliberations concerning the 
meaning of subjectivity and autonomy in the development 
and the functioning of the human person during their life 
course.
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