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The Splitting Subject in Counselling: 
Between Dispersal and Agency

Amid the utter complexity and heightened dynamic of our times, the world, which 
sociologists describe as increasingly complicated, has fostered many novel counsel-
ling practices, which pose a real challenge to homo consultans. Shaky experiences, 
biographies set aflutter and tremulous everyday life affect modes of counselling, its 
forms and the counsellor-counselee relationship. Given these developments, I  fo-
cus my attention in this paper on the subject of counselling/subject in counselling. 
I explore what research and diagnostic implications are produced when the subject 
in counselling is considered to be split, and what challenges arise when the sub-
ject in counselling is regarded as splitting, dynamic and possessed of a considerable 
performative potential.

Keywords: subject in counselling, split subject, splitting subject, subject’s 
performative potential

The recognition that helping, support and counselling practices also take place be-
yond formal institutions (e.g. counselling facilities, support centres and interven-
tion centres), being widespread in informal spaces and everyday life, has contrib-
uted both to the development of new methodologies for the study and description 
of these practices and to  a  shift in how the subject of counselling interventions, 
the problem, the counselee and the counsellor are perceived.1 As Anthony Giddens 
described his concept of structuration, identifying surface and deep rules at work 
in communities, institutions and people’s actions, he attributed a special relevance 
to the repeatability of human activities and the ritualisation of social practices as fac-
tors that might make subjects reflexive, active and engaged. If researchers perceive 

1	 This paper was encouraged by Alicja Kargulowa, who has repeatedly suggested that more insight 
into, embracement of and focus on the concept of performatyka (i.e. ‘performatics’ or performance 
studies) in counselling is needed. I have dealt with these thematic concerns for quite a while now, 
being in a large measure motivated and inspired by Kargulowa and her texts. I take this opportunity 
to thank her. This paper is my response to her call and interpellation. In working on this response, 
I arrived at the idea of the splitting subject in counselling, which I outline below. 
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subjects as acting and active in the flow of social life and in their own unobvious 
biographies, they can capture various modes in which subjects become reflexive 
and able to rationally monitor their own actions. They can also recognise the fact 
and importance of there being unintended consequences of these actions that, as 
a matter of fact, make room for ongoing self-formation and identity-construction. 
The unintended effects of people’s pursuits enable individuals to constantly fashion 
themselves and engage in self-actualisation (Giddens, 1984, pp. 2–3, 5–7). For his 
part, Ulrich Beck links this kind of subjects’ engagement to the inherent features of 
the world we inhabit, such as shakiness and perennial instabilities in norms, work 
and relationships, all of which, against popular expectations and presuppositions, 
do not produce chaos or threat but, instead, promote creative adaptation and the 
development of multiple new competencies that enable individuals to composedly 
head toward the unpredictable future, its risk and the riskiness of this risk notwith-
standing (Beck, 2007, pp. 7, 16–18). These perspectives suggest that the subject of 
counselling interventions can be viewed at once as an active and developing agent, 
a dispersed, wounded, confused and entangled subject with no understanding of 
the self or the world and as a subject that experiences whatever comes to be con-
structed in the in-between space of these two polarised experiences of agency and 
its substantial deficit.2 Our times and its characteristic homo consultans figure iden-
tified by Kargulowa (2023) make it urgent to reconsider the subject in counselling 
with a  focus on this subject’s unique and dynamic experience, experiencIng3 and 
self-understanding. This is my aim in this paper.

2	 In April 2025, I  read a paper titled Performatywny potencjał poradnictwa wobec (za)angażowania 
‘pękającego podmiotu’ (The performative potential of counselling in relation to  engaging/engage-
ment of the ‘splitting subject’) at the Wielowymiarowośc pomocy, wsparcia społecznego i poradnictwa 
(The multidimensionality of helping, social support, guidance and counselling), the 6th Nationwide 
Conference held by the Institute of Social Counselling, the Faculty of Educational Studies, Adam 
Mickwicz University in Poznań, and the Pedagogical Counselling Section of the Committee on Ped-
agogical Sciences, Polish Academy of Sciences. In that paper, I discussed the tension between the 
idea of the split subject and the idea of the splitting subject. The present paper, which is focused on 
the splitting subject, develops on the ideas of this conference talk, which will be published in Pomoc-
wsparcie-poradnictwo. Dyskursy interdyscyplinarne (Helping, supporting, counselling: Interdisci-
plinary discourses), edited by Magdalena Piorunek Magdalena and Joanna Kozielska, forthcoming 
from Wydawnictwo Naukowe UAM.

3	 Writing experiencIng with a capitalised I in bold is the method I adopt to refer to the idea of the 
great Subject, which I evoke further in this paper, and to emphasise the processual quality of experi-
ence as stretched over time, in progress rather than completed, and involved in biographical re-/
de-construction processes. I this dynamic approach, the subject is understood as being on the way. 
I will use this way of writing when I find it important to underscore the processual quality of the 
experiences described.
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The subject in counselling as a permanent challenge to researchers

Sketched above, the pronounced dualism and a range of contradictions at the core 
of self-experiencing sensitise counselling researchers to  the ideas of critical and 
emancipatory pedagogy that help better examine the unique correspondence of ex-
periences within which the self-discovery process is propelled (Czerepaniak-Walc-
zak, 2006). At the same time, these properties make them attentive to what many 
scholars perceive as the rise of a  therapeutic society that affirms and distributes 
individual and collective needs related to psychic condition, mental health, secu-
rity, peace, balance and reduction of fears and anxieties. The formation of subjects’ 
condition and identity is crucially intertwined with the medicalisation of everyday 
life (particularly conspicuous after the COVID-19 pandemic) and a redefinition of 
the social understanding of ‘health,’ where taking care of health is framed as a so-
cial and individual task and challenge. This task/challenge is acknowledged and re-
inforced in formal and informal education, the media, everyday life and the daily 
experience-sharing, notably on the Internet (Jacyno, 2007; Andrzejewski, 2017, 
pp. 7–73). 

As part of everyday life, the imperative and need to cope and manage one’s life, 
seek counsel and advise others have become a significant challenge to today’s coun-
selee—the homo consultans—and rendered counselling practices emergent through 
action and engagement. One identifiable consequence of these developments is 
to be found in the proliferation of new and novel forms of counselling practices, 
propositions and offers (Kargulowa, 2023, pp. 16, 219). This is perfectly exempli-
fied by new spaces of formal counselling (mediated, remote counselling), informal 
counselling (TikTok, ChatGPT, prompts, etc.) and non-formal counselling (pod-
casts, avatars, motivational talks by well-known people, etc.), all of which 

go beyond the canonical concept of counselling, the counselling situation and the 
counsellor, being steeped in popular culture today. Their [homines consultantes] 
participation is not only about active involvement in the process of guidance-
provision but also about the very presence in ‘the galaxy of counselling’ as pas-
sive viewers and/or observers. The lack of engagement is also an expression of 
a certain attitude to something and, by the same token, a form of participation. 
(Kargulowa, 2023, p. 218)

Steeped in the counselling practice/galaxy, homo consultans as a giver and a re-
cipient of guidance and counselling and the subject of counselling enters a system 
of what anthropology considers symbolic and metaphorical ritualised practices, 
actions and offerings: from somebody, for somebody, for oneself, etc. This adds 
up to a complex image of the ‘morphology’ of counselling. The processes of guid-
ance-seeking, guidance-provision and coping, which span the poles of resource-
fulness and helplessness, make the subject of counselling extraordinarily multidi-
mensional. The ritualisation and repeatability of counselling practices trigger three 
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symmetrical processes, which Marcel Mauss referred to as ‘the obligation to give, 
the obligation to receive and the obligation to reciprocate’ and considered intrinsic 
to  various cultures in his study of the gift (Mauss, 2001, p. 182). Mauss insisted 
that the gift mattered both to communities and individuals not only as a ‘practically 
working’ theory of social exchange—one that psychologists use, when relying on 
the laws/principles of economy, they seek to capture the genesis of prosocial behav-
iour and answer ‘why we help others’—but also as subjects’ meaningful involvement 
in developing ritual counselling practices, establishing counselling relationships, 
constructing the community, acquiring knowledge of self and others and building 
and activating their transformative potential (Aronson, Wilson, & Sommers, 2021, 
pp. 355–370; Mauss, 2001, pp. 182; 185–189; Siarkiewicz & Wojtasik, 2016). 

Drawing on Hartmut Rosa’s concept of an intense acceleration of social life, 
ubiquitous fatigue, the experience of alienation and social resonance relationships, 
Kargulowa argues that homo consultans, that is, the Subject of counselling interven-
tions (the Great Subject)4 ‘is not only a person confused amid our hurtling civilisa-
tion and overwhelmed by the barrage of information and discoveries but also the 
citizen of the globe, the Subject, who rationally uses the discoveries of modernity, 
feels part of the world and nature (which should be protected) and consciously 
organises everyday life having their successors on their mind’ (Kargulowa, 2023, 
p.  184). Becoming the professional Subject of interventions, the Subject can and 
must, as Magłorzata Jacyno insists ‘take care of and manage themselves while no-
body else must, or even can, do that for them (Subjects)’ in this process of self-pro-
fessionalisation (2007, p. 217). By perfecting the techniques of self-fashioning, indi-
viduals are supposed to become autonomous, self-sufficient, responsible and ready 
to  offer counselling or supporting interventions to  those who do  not know how 
to do that, have themselves not mastered this skill and have no idea how one goes 
about ‘taking matters into one’s own hands’ because they have never found their 
footing in the technologically modern world and its acceleration (ibid., p. 218). 

To identify the subject of counselling intervention as a discrete entity is a highly 
complex venture, as evinced in a particularly vivid way by a chapter in Kargulowa’s 
O  teorii i  praktyce poradnictwa (On the theory and practice of counselling). The 
dynamic of the counselling situation, Kargulowa elucidates, results from the for-
mation of a  special ‘counselling dyad’ (2004, p. 39), by which she means the ac-
tions the counsellor and the counselee undertake addressing the problem they have 
identified, which depend on ‘the way the participants in this joint action them-
selves perceive counselling as a  form of help’ (2004, p. 41); yet at the same time, 
this dynamic pivots on the personal resources, experiences, beliefs and condition 

4	 Kargulowa relies on philosophical concepts proposed by Descartes, Kant, Lacan, Bourdieu and Fou-
cault and on the notion of the Great Subject as an entangled, autonomous, agentive and reflective 
author of its actions.
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of each party to this dyad, facing the problem in their unique way.5 Kargulowa fo-
cuses on the counselling-using subject and states that ruptures in everyday real-
ity take place in their life, often revealing its incoherent areas in need of support. 
Such splits dismantle the image of the world as a safe, stable and comprehensible 
place, breed doubts and spawn anxieties in individuals, inspiring, if not forcing, 
them to seek diagnosis and help from formal and informal counsellors (Kargulowa 
2004, pp. 117–142). Having studied patterns of culture we all bear and reproduce, 
the anthropologist Ruth Benedict pointed out that ‘[m]an, all down his history, 
has defended his uniqueness like a point of honour (…) man fought with all the 
weapons at his command for the uniqueness of the soul, an unknowable attribute 
given by God to man.’ No wonder that to acknowledge or to admit that this unique-
ness and oneness might be split, crushed, violated, imperfect or in need of ‘repair’ 
was never easy (Benedict, 2019, p. 3). In her study of illness as a metaphor, Susan 
Sontag discussed the framing of suffering as ‘romantic agony’ in literature, art and 
contemporary media (The Sorrows of Young Werther, Chopin’s biography, works by 
Mickiewicz and, today, Facebook, Instagram, X and the like platforms). Sadness 
and exhaustion were deciphered and sparked interest as refinement and sensitivity. 
In Sontag’s reading, the stylised descriptions of early stages of serious diseases (such 
as tuberculosis, cancer and AIDS) reconfigured real, but concealed, suffering into 
‘appealing vulnerability,’ ‘superior sensibility’ and ‘being romantic’ (Sontag, 1978, 
pp. 27–30). It seems that in our times the practices of self-understanding depicted 
by Benedict and Sontag are being redrawn. For example, Jacyno argues that the cul-
ture if individualism, the strong focus on the self, self-experiencIng, putting oneself 
first and habituation to psychological and psychotherapeutic idioms directed us on 
the way toward a therapeutic culture (as mentioned above in the professionalisa-
tion of subjectivity and the medicalisation of life), paved the way for recognition 
of ruptures as natural biographical processes, fostered acceptance of the public dis-
plays of splitting and ruptures and bred approval for public admissions of diseases, 
transitions, issues, crises and traumas. At the same time, mushrooming communal 
‘cyber-enclaves’ with their ‘psycho-waves,’ ‘magic in business’ and ‘miracles in med-
icine’ still promise a harmonious and good new life that makes room for self-real-
isation and equips one with the capacity to achieve previously inaccessible goods 
(love, health, freedom, money, etc.), though outcomes of such processes are not 
easily predictable (Jacyno, 2007, pp. 178–190, 230–233). Let me give an example; in 
colloquial media language, ‘stepping out of one’s comfort zone’ is a trendy expres-
sion today. Proverbial people ‘in the street’ use this phrase with favourable connota-
tions in mind. To leave comfort behind is framed as a special challenge implying 

5	 Kargulowa refers to the variety of counselling models (directive, dialogic and liberal), an array of 
roles adopted by the counsellor (expert, informant, consultant, paid friend, etc.) and multiple coun-
selee roles (help-recipient, guidance-seeker, patient and client). She also lists concepts of relevance 
to  the counsellor/counselee, such as trust, sensitivity, human solidarity, altruism, reflectiveness, 
honesty, involvement in solving one’s problem and receptivity (Kargulowa, 2004, pp. 39–41).
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courage, boldness and strength (a primary school teacher exhorting a student: ‘step 
out of your comfort zone and start doing things; this is the only way to succeed,’ or 
a husband urging his wife: ‘it’s high time you stepped out of your comfort zone’). 
In psychology and psychotherapy, the coinage has a very complex etymology and 
refers to people’s inner ontological security, resilience and resistance mechanisms of 
important protective and diagnostic functions, briefly, to the layers of the comfort 
zone that are not implicated in the colloquial encouragement to ‘step out of it.’ Step-
ping out of one’s comfort zone without preparation, without prior training in safe 
conditions and without identifying one’s own resources and adequate back up may 
be a very risky plunge into deep water with neither swimming skills nor safeguard-
ing. I doubt that this is exactly what people mean when saying ‘I must step out of 
my comfort zone’ or ‘you must step out of your comfort zone at last.’6

To revisit Kargulowa’s book on emergence and social resonance in the counsel-
ling studies discourse and her metaphor of the galaxy, the Subject of counselling 
interventions can be understood as self-reliant, present, active, becoming and con-
stantly self-actualising (2023). This subject can also be conceived of as a self-caring 
and somewhat lonely individual alienated through technological and/or commu-
nicational exclusion, as an expressive and engaged participant in social life that re-
veals their issues and as a partaker in popular culture and counselling transforma-
tions (therapeutic society). This participant/partaker acts and pursues self-realisa-
tion in everyday life, social networks, pop-culture and on today’s market.

The Subject’s varied entanglements and enmeshments are somewhat of a meth-
odological and theoretical challenge to counselling researchers because they are em-
bedded in everyday dynamics, acceleration, continual resonance and the Subject’s 
grappling with the world, alienation and/or resignation. Accomplished through 
and in movement, the Subject’s process of stability achievement (for example by 
means of helping practices) becomes vital to homo consultans (Rosa, 2020; Szlen-
dak, 2021, p. 140). Kargulowa avails herself of the galaxy metaphor to convey this 
process and the incredible acceleration (doing many things at the same time, paral-
lel involvement in several activities and simultaneous presence in multiple physi-
cal, metaphorical and symbolic spaces). Steeped in the galaxy of counselling, homo 
consultans can fall back on the resonance process to overcome the force of gravity 
and achieve the speed that jolts one out of one’s orbit and prevents one from return-
ing there. This is how nebulae are formed to be later a cradle of new stars…, this 
is how spaces open up for those who want to ‘be themselves again’ (Zambrzycka-
Kościelnicka, 2022; Kargulowa, 2023). As an effect, the Subject may experience 
temporary or longer-lasting alienation, social estrangement, the loss of balance, an 
aggravation of issues and the unbearable vibration of resonance in encounters with 
Otherness, as discussed by Rosa (2020). This may be one source of de-alienation 
6	 This insight is developed in Martine Lani-Bayle and Anety Słowik’s ‘What Are the Links between 

Migration, Refuge and Resilience? Considerations for Intercultural Counsellors’ (Lani-Bayle & 
Słowik, 2024).
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processes that nurture a  therapeutic society and fuel autopsychotherapy available 
across the galaxy of counselling (self-help books, social media forums, remote ther-
apeutic and/or counselling meetings/podcasts) (Jacyno, 2007; Andrzejewski, 2017; 
Szlendak, 2021; Kargulowa, 2023, 2024).

The splitting subject, meaning what exactly? Counselling effects and 
paradoxes of halts

Besides being beset by entanglements and the opaque, unintelligible life context, 
the subject of counselling, as described above, experiences multiple incomprehen-
sible and changing rules, being governed by, contributing to and establishing them. 
The subject plays a range of often conflicting roles, such as child, parent, worker, 
student, friend and citizen, and experiences numerous tensions and incompatibili-
ties between dreams and goals, obligations and possibilities, expectations and de-
sires. The subject must handle sometimes contradictory demands of family, work-
place, law, economy and the market. Surely, the subject experiences many splits. 
I will look into these splits below.

The split of the Subject is a state and at the same time the end of the process of 
splitting. This apparently banal statement may be immensely important for imple-
menting an adequate counselling intervention, which persists across the various 
stages of splitting and lays claims to agency as a split may be a convenient site for 
a halt open to change and creative adaptation, but it may also expose a threat or a se-
rious risk to the unity of the Subject. Jolanta Brach-Czaina regards this open space 
resulting from a rupture (one that is difficult to stop and simply happens) as an exis-
tential experience, a praise of imperfection and even a precondition of new existence 
that comes out of hiding and ‘means allowing all possibilities. We do not know what 
may happen, but we are not afraid to face up to it. Opening is pure potentiality. An 
expression of acceptance of the world’s diversity’ (Brach-Czaina, 2018, p. 34).

Let us grasp this split for a  while by examining its contexts, process dynam-
ics, sometimes unobvious results, paradoxes and interpretations. If our precious, 
beloved jug gets chipped and broken, we think of it as an irreversible loss. This may 
make us angry, fall out with the person who did the chipping and feel deeply sad 
for the loss of a sentimental keepsake, a present or a pretty decoration. The guilty 
party may experience acute shame and guilt. A broken and chipped jug excavated at 
Pompei is likely to stir different emotions. We find it to be a fantastic treasure and 
think of it as a reclaimed piece of the past. Consequently, we feel joy and, all excited, 
we convene a research team and integrate resources to describe our find, the broken 
jug, and identify its biography. The very form in which it was chipped (a scorched 
element) helps us retrace a fire that long ago rushed its owners out of home and 
made them abandon it as they were fleeing. The difference in feelings occasioned by 
the broken jug and in the perceptions of these two experiences of cracking stems, 
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among other things, from diagnostic and interpretive processes we perform (the 
cause of the crack, the broken object, the consequences of the crack, etc.). The dif-
ference is also bound up with temporality factors (the origin of the artefact, the 
time of the event, the moment the event is identified, etc.).

Given this, the split Subject’s experience and the space opened by the split itself 
are best explored with recourse to  the work of philosophers, psychologists, edu-
cators and counselling scholars. Following Edmund Husserl and Alfred Schutz, 
we may think of and describe the human subject as experiencing the world rather 
than being just an external observer. Drawing on Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul 
Ricoeur, we may conceptualize the human subject as interpretative and narrative. 
In philosophical disputes, the subject is identified with a person and concerns the 
human being with its thinking and feeling axiological self (Drwięga, 2013). If we 
adopt the sociological lens (Giddens, 1984; Beck, 2007), we will see a  becoming 
social subject that has no stable points of references (having lost them? neglected 
them? stopped experiencing them?) and consequently is unstable, self-designing 
and self-doubting.

Heeding Descartes as the founder of the philosophy of the subject and his idea 
of the autonomous subject capable of doubt and tracing the thinking, reflective and 
representational subject, we are bound to find a split subject torn in an agonising 
conflict. This split is also identified as a space between dream and waking, between 
acts of one’s own will, between sensations and the body with its experience, between 
I-want and I-can (Lacan, 1980; Drwięga, 2013, pp. 25–27). Jacques Lacan rejects 
Descartes’ notion of the unity of the subject, denouncing it as illusory even in its 
property of transparency highlighted by Descartes (Lacan, 1980; Dybel, 2000). The 
emphasis on the inner split of the subject is informed by the notion of the mind/
soul and the body as separate and by the symbolic intersection of the subject’s outer 
and inner worlds or the polarisation of nature and culture. I understand this inter-
section as experiencing the external world and the self simultaneously. Combined, 
these two experiences seem to carry a potential of the split—of an erasure, a divi-
sion—or, as described by Paweł Dybel in his discussion of the subject’s certainty, 
they are split in themselves. Dybel follows Lacan to state that the split subject is also 
split in relation to language (Dybel, 2000, pp. 114, 118). The ‘split subject’ can also 
be explicated/understood within the Siegmund Freud’s framework, where the split 
takes place along the line between internal and external experience, being a divi-
sion and a site for the unconscious and reflection alike. This is how difference, or 
strangeness, is generated within the self (Freud, 1963, pp. 112–121; Freud, 2010). 
Illuminating in the context of counselling is also Immanuel Kant’s question which, 
as Andrzej Leder discusses it, inquires whether the individual’s ‘I-think’ unity is 
still tenable given that the experience of split is permanently inscribed in our lives. 
This split is also associated with our human finitude, with the Husserlian ‘pure 
ego’ and the transcendental self (Leder, 2005, p. 203; Drwięga, 2013, pp. 28–29). 
In her investigation of the ide of the Subject across philosophical traditions, Astrid 
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Męczkowska-Christiansen concludes that subjectivity tends to be linked to a tear, 
a disruption and the destruction of the individual subject’s continuity. She identifies 
this split with the severance of the subject’s ontic connection with the world and at 
the same time with the subject’s opening to  the universe. Męczkowska associates 
this experience with the subject with a lot of baggage (Męczkowska, 2006, p. 43).

The subject of counselling is sometimes aware of its split. This rupture, the fact 
that it has happened and the recognition of it are illustrated by what counselees 
say about themselves and/or their loved ones when engaging in the diagnostic and 
counselling process.7 Some of such statements are: ‘everything collapsed for me,’ 
‘just ashes, there’s nothing more,’ ‘a wall arose,’ ‘it’s a black hole,’ ‘carnage,’ ‘he has 
broken down,’ ‘I feel nothing, not even pain, hunger or thirst,’ ‘there’s no way out for 
me,’ and ‘I’m almost gone.’

These words uttered by subjects who sense their own split echo the experience 
of disruption in one’s continuity (‘ashes, there’s nothing more’), the loss of the will 
(‘there’s no way out for me’) and of corporeality (‘I  feel no pain, hunger or thirst 
anymore’), evocations of the suffering self (‘He’s broken down’) and references 
to the doubting transcendental self (‘I’m almost gone’).

The subject’s experience of splitting sometimes opens an entirely news space 
which we use in the counselling process in order to help the counselee, accompa-
ny them in this experience, elicit or strengthen their agentive potential and launch 
transformation processes. By our diagnostic and exploratory interventions, we 
halt the dynamic of the Subject. When starting the counselling process, we usually 
wrench subjects from their dynamic world and dynamic experiences, which seems 
indispensable in order to better see, hear and grasp their difficult experiences and 
to offer more effective help. This halt seems to be one of the paradoxes observable 
in research, diagnostic, intervention and counselling processes. What is this halt 
and what is it for?

Educators, counselling researchers, counsellors and diagnosticians halt the sub-
ject; in its narratives, in observations of it, in diagnosis, in document analysis, they 
perform what is comparable to a ‘freeze-frame.’ They symbolically freeze the rush-
ing biography and interrupt it for a while so that experiences and emotions relevant 
to further counselling or exploratory processes remain fresh, intelligible, describ-
able, analysable and, above all, interpretable and amenable to  counselling. These 
symbolic freezes in counselling processes may result from anxiety and epistemolog-
ical insecurity or, conversely, they represent the subject’s search for the epistemo-
logical certainty of experience. Looking for certitude, typical of the natural sciences 
as it were, means looking for diagnostic objectivism capable of giving straightfor-
ward answers to questions such as ‘what has happened here?’; ‘what does it mean?’; 
‘what is it for?’ and ‘what should be done now?’ I believe this halt and this quest for 

7	 The quotations from counselees involved in diagnostic and counselling processes come from coun-
sellors’ reports, counselees and my own practice.
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certainty reverberate with the ideas of Descartes (who studied and described the 
subject as interrogating and doubting) and the ideas of the certitude of knowledge 
and existence—certainty that sometimes results from the experience of doubt and 
goes beyond doubt to conclude that ‘there is nothing more beyond’ (Drwięga, 2013, 
pp. 102–113). The real and symbolic meaning of the ‘freeze-frame’ was examined 
by Sontag, for example, in Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), a book that con-
tinues on her earlier On Photography (1977). Sontag identified both the meaning 
and senselessness of photography that immobilises human dynamic experiences, 
broken biographies and events in which we take part or which we cause (dying, ill-
nesses, conflicts, wars, etc.). This oscillation between meaning and senselessness of 
the ‘freezes’ is not regarded by Sontag as a site of conflict or dispute, but is an obvi-
ous matter for researchers. She examined ‘the work of war’ immobilized in images, 
which can be used to capture the sometimes unreflected dynamic of experiences 
and sensations and in this way to show some processes, such as war that tears apart, 
sunders, ruptures, disembowels, burs and dismembers. As Sontag points out:

Awareness of the suffering that accumulates in a select number of wars happening 
elsewhere is something constructed. Principally in the form that is registered by 
cameras, it flares up, is shared by many people, and fades from view In contrast 
to a written account—which, depending on its complexity of thought, reference, 
and vocabulary, is pitched at a  larger or smaller readership—a  photograph has 
only one language and is destined potentially for all. (Sontag, 2003, p. 12) 

The language describing the events recorded in a photograph that halts the mo-
ment is dynamic and paradoxically activates and brings the image to life, making it 
possible to perceive the experience as living, stretched in time and persisting in its 
horror. Immobilisation (in an image, in a narrative, in a diagnosis) displays a fact 
and ensures that an event or an experience (a split) did happen and was real, but 
at the same time it strips this event/experience of its dynamic and of processuality, 
which is so vital to the Subject. Counselling researches, diagnosticians and coun-
sellors freeze/immobilize this dynamic, possibly violent and entangled biography, 
these experiences and swirling sensations of individuals; they perform this halt in 
the diagnostic and exploratory process they carry out for their own purposes and 
for their counselees’ needs. When counsellors and diagnosticians make the subject’s 
experience static, they might render the image of this intense, hurtling experience 
intelligible, but also incomplete, perhaps even distorted or false (the way it happens 
with the subject’s answer to ‘how are you feeling?’ given that we know the how the 
subject feels fluctuates, sometimes considerably, over the diurnal cycle). But this 
halt might also help them see whatever could elude their attention in the dynamic 
of experience. This diagnostic, exploratory immobilisation is obviously symbolic, 
but ‘the splitting subject’ with whom counsellors work is without a doubt dynamic, 
and the splitting the subject experiences is dynamic as well, just the way the world 
inhabited by the subject and the counsellor is. An encounter with a counsellor at 
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a  facility (‘I’ve come ‘cause I’ve no idea what to  do  now’; ‘I’m here ‘cause I  can’t 
cope’) and, likewise, a meeting with a friend over coffee to talk about the unbear-
able have this freeze in them, along with the need to create a space for safe halt, for 
rest. Creating a physical, walled space (a study) and sometimes a symbolic wall as 
well (conversation in low voices) makes one feel that one has stepped out of one’s 
everyday experiences. This enables the counsellor and the counselee to  symboli-
cally halt this acutely rushing world and one’s own involvement in it, to muffle, see, 
name and perhaps manage this tangle and knot of experiences and thoughts. What 
is it that we do when we freeze the subject in its split? What unexpected and unas-
sumed consequences may this halt have? Is the subject’s performative potential per-
haps weakened in the process? Or, conversely, is the subjects’ potential for change, 
action and education perhaps activated in it? Do we perhaps halt the subject’s pre-
viously developed self-help, coping and resilience mechanisms when in the process 
of freezing we take stock of their resources with a view to coming up with a coun-
selling diagnosis? Or do this halted experience and these immobilised difficulties 
perhaps open a new space and offer homo consultans a novel experience of consid-
erable performative potential—an experience of stopping, of slowing down in the 
dashing galaxy? Is this perhaps an opportunity for the Subject to be and remain in 
the trajectory (Kargulowa 2023)? Surely, it might well be that the freeze marks the 
onset of an important process in which the Subject continues or invites reflection 
on the ethical encounter of I and You, of self and the Other, as proposed by Em-
manuel Levinas (1995, pp. 66–75)?

Freud and other researchers perceive the subject’s statically named and de-
scribed experience of the split as being processual and dynamic as well; the subject 
crumbles, they say (Freud, 1963, 2010; Rosińska, 1993; Ostrowski, 1999). This is 
rather unobvious and may sound counterintuitive, but even if the ‘split subject’ ap-
pears as an idea of a static experience, this idea is identified as bearing tensions, mo-
tion, anxiety and vibration. This dynamic of the split is conveyed in descriptions of 
the subject’s experience as the whirling of experiences or the swirling of thoughts, 
in the notion of floating concepts and in the very idea of the Freudian unconscious, 
theorised as a process rather than a repository of content alone (Freud, 1963, 2010; 
Rosińska, 1993). This is how I perceive the subject in process—the splitting subject.

The splitting subject in the dynamic of experiencIng

Let me start with asking a question of immense relevance to counselling, namely: 
How does the way of perceiving the subject matter in counselling processes? What 
changes if the subject is identified as split and often unaware of this split or if the 
subject is identified as splitting? What changes in counselling if we stop thinking 
of the subject as confused and start to think of the subject as becoming confused, 
and if we view the subject not as divided and torn but as losing its coherence and 
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crumbling? What impact may that have on the Subject’s involvement in the coun-
selling process regarded not as a repair act but as a complex and dynamic process 
of self-actualisation, self-interpretation, reconstruction or emancipation? What im-
portant things are opened up in counselling processes by the notion of the subject 
as splitting?

I take the splitting subject of counselling—the splitting subject in counselling—
to be an individual involved in a special, ongoing dynamic. In her explorations of 
the subject, pedagogy and the subject in pedagogy, Męczkowska-Christiansen de-
scribes today’s subject as an empirical and autonomous protagonist of modernity 
with the role of an active strongman ascribed to  it (by language, the media and 
popular culture). She retraces the subject’s itinerary from the position of an adapt-
ing small subject to the position of the self-aware, active and resisting Great Subject 
with a considerable emancipatory potential and capacity for the sublime, one situ-
ated between the oppressive and the utopian (Męczkowska, 2006, pp. 17–18; pp. 
212–220). What I find particularly captivating is Męczkowska’s sketch of a space for 
the dynamic of transition, a passage from an aching, suffering and splitting subject 
confused in the oppressive to a becoming subject, an agent oriented on the future 
and the utopian. This dynamic of transformations and sometimes ritualistic pas-
sages of the subject is embedded in the subject’s own unique biography, experienc-
es, sensations, aspirations, and efforts that set in motion or just move the Subject’s 
‘emancipatory energy’ (Męczkowska, 206, p. 220). Conspicuous here is the fact that 
this dynamic in counselling and diagnostic processes is often (or perhaps always, 
as I’ve already pointed out) halted in order to take a better look at and produce an 
easier account of the subject. Essentially, these frozen biographies, experiences and 
sensations are always anchored in a (cultural, social, political and economic) con-
text, which often has a dynamic of its own (e.g. the democratic transition in the ear-
ly 1990s in Poland, an economic meltdown or a social acceleration, the communi-
cation revolution, the COVID-10 pandemic, the Great Halt,8 etc.). This dynamic is 
never indifferent to the subject and even less so to the ‘splitting subject,’ whom the 
process of splitting, the real experiencIng of the world and natural life activity pro-
vide with an opportunity to construct and develop strategies instrumental to homo 
consultans in coping, guidance-seeking and advice-giving (Kargulowa, 2023). 

The dynamic and splitting subject from the dynamic world that is really be-
ing experienced is without a  doubt a  subject aware of the process it is undergo-
ing, probably in pain, suffering, not sure about what is going on and sometimes 
also terrified. All this echoes in the subject’s words: ‘I don’t know what’s the matter 
with me,’ ‘there’s something odd and indeterminate going on with me,’ ‘I  feel I’m 
about to explode,’ ‘it feels like I’m falling apart,’ ‘this tears me asunder,’ ‘the ground 
8	 ‘The Great Halt’ is a  reference to  Aleksander Nalaskowski’s Wielkie Zatrzymanie. Co  się stało 

z ludźmi? (The great halt: What happened to people?) (2020), in which hopes invested in the perfor-
mative potential of stopping as an individual and social experience are contrasted with the subject’s 
inclination to passivity.
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is slipping under my feet,’9 and ‘everything’s changing.’ In my view, these utterances 
convey the very process of splitting and its varied, gradually intensifying dynamic 
with its surging energy (I. ‘is slipping’; II ‘I’m falling apart’; III. ‘this tears me asun-
der’; IV. ‘I’m about to explode’). This may in fact be the mounting energy of eman-
cipatory and transformatory potential, so crucial in counselling processes, or the 
energy that halts and immobilises the subject for the time of reconstruction, mus-
tering of strength, extension of coping energies and development of resilience.

The splitting process always has a starting point. The beginning may be violent, 
powerful and evident (‘this hit me out of the blue,’ ‘there were no signs of it coming,’ 
‘I was dumbstruck’) or, conversely, it may be incremental and imperceptible (the 
boiling frog effect), with the identification of splitting considerably delayed (‘why 
did I fail to notice it earlier,’ ‘I didn’t see then what seems obvious today,’ ‘this sad-
ness was growing until it was unbearable’). When the splitting process and the split-
ting subject—the subject in process—are conceived of in dynamic terms, the space 
produced in and through splitting can be regarded as a  site of existential experi-
ences, which Martine Lani-Bayle and Aneta Słowik link to resilience as 

the biological, psychological/affective, social and cultural process that may enable 
new development after trauma, an experience that mentally and/or physically 
situates a person in a state of apparent death. It is a development that preserves 
a trace of such death (…) Once the process of resilience has been concluded, the 
person has “awoken,” the best case scenarios involve processes of integration, 
adaptation, and then a period of stability and coherence with the environment. 
(2024, pp. 168, 171). 

The space that opens in the process of splitting may promote resilience, as an-
other process described in psychology and counselling studies. Lani-Bayle and 
Słowik explain that resilience is neither coping nor a capacity for coping nor ad-
aptation to a difficult situation but a consent given (also by counsellors) to the sub-
ject’s halting, to seeming stagnation and withdrawal, to ‘a development in the state 
of suspension, inexpressible by words, life just happening, with the pace and course 
decided by the patient, the client (the counselee)” (2024, p. 178). The experience of 
splitting—experiencIng and sensing splitting—engenders existential anxieties and 
fears, including about the consequences and the conclusion of splitting: ‘when is it 
over?’; ‘when will it end, I’ve had enough?’; ‘let it stop.’ The longed-for or expected 
end of the splitting process makes the splitting subject both hopeful and anxious. It 
is difficult for the splitting subject to predict the time of the ending; one cannot plan 
it or prepare for it, and sometimes one is taken by surprise when it is over (‘sudden-
ly I felt relieved,’ ‘it was over so unexpectedly that I can’t even say when that was,’ 
‘the burden was gone’). The experience of the termination of splitting can be mean-
ingful in its own way: ‘existential initiation entails indefatigable effort and fortitude 

9	 This is a word-for-word translation of the original phrase which is a Polish idiom meaning ‘to lose 
one’s grip,’ ‘to lose control’ or ‘to feel dizzy.’ (translator’s note)
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vis-à-vis pain as cardinal virtues. Whoever possesses them can expect to partake in 
the triumph of existence’ (Brach-Czaina, 2018, p. 49).

When experiencing the process of splitting, the subject goes through strong 
sensations. Maria Straś-Romanowska addresses this issue in her examination of 
liminal events in human life as experiences that deeply involve the splitting subject’s 
awareness, emotions and rational thought. At such moments,

[t]he individual faces up to  insurmountable, unexpected and painful events. If 
they do not yield to  the fear that accompanies such experiences, which is very 
difficult in a  culture that fetishises wellbeing and carefreeness, they may find 
their own key to understanding what has so far been inexplicable and terrifying 
to them and to affirming life regardless of its rational evaluation. (2009, p. 83)

For her part, Grażyna Teusz describes events difficult to individuals as critical 
events which ‘are situated at the centre of the dynamic of the subject and its world 
with all its interactive potential’ (Teusz, 2009, p. 87). In my view, Teusz’s study also 
pertains to the splitting subject.10

To conclude, when studying the work of many researchers who have investigat-
ed, analysed, diagnosed and described the human being undergoing various diffi-
cult experiences, we will find there the kind of experiencIng that I believe lies at the 
core of the splitting subject. The splitting subject sometimes cries and sometimes is 
silent, suffers, hurts, is confused and uncertain about what is going on but can also 
launch coping processes, be resilient and engage or be drawn into counselling pro-
cesses. The splitting subject has an interactive potential. The splitting subject may 
just be and may, in this being, reject helplessness, implement remedial activities, 
rely on relationships, face up to difficult events, seek solutions to problems and in 
this way transform difficult situations into opportunities for remaking its relations 
with the world (as noted by Marian Kulczycki [1991]), handle difficult situations in 
which demands and conditions are pitted against competences possessed (as de-
scribed by Tadeusz Tomaszewski [1963]) and/or modify its own action in creative 
adaptation to new circumstances (as indicated by Maria Tyszkowa [1972]). Human 
experience can also be made sense of as the mutual touching of the split subject and 
the world, as the process of being emotionally moved, in response to  which one 
may transform and develop new perceptions of the self and the world (as explored 
by Kargulowa across her research work). In brief, what I see as the ‘splitting subject’ 
is a subject that is active and is engaged/drawn into or ready to engage/be drawn 
into resilience, coping, counselling and auto-therapeutic processes.

10	The dynamic of difficult experiences in the splitting subject’s biography reverberated in the papers 
and discussions of counselling researchers and practitioners at the 6th Nationwide Conference on 
The Multidimensionality of Helping, Social Support, Guidance and Counselling: An Interdisciplinary 
Perspective, which was organised by the Institute of Social Counselling headed by Magdalena Pio-
runek and in the work of the Counsellogical Association and the Pedagogical Counselling Section 
of the Polish Academy of Sciences.
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The splitting subject and its performative potential

Endorsing the notion of performatyka (i.e. ‘performatics’: performativity or perfor-
mance studies) as proposed by Tomasz Kubikowski made me somewhat revise my 
approach to various counselling practices (in particular those embedded in social 
and everyday life) and, concomitantly, recalibrate the way I examined the subject’s 
experience and experiencIng of the world, particularly if the subject could be re-
garded as being split and splitting in its experience (see Kosiński 2017). 

The lexicon of performatics and performance appears in counselling research 
and thought in a range of contexts, including explorations of language, performa-
tive speech, advice and guidance (Siarkiewicz, 2014), counselling implemented in 
the course of life (Siarkiewicz, 2010; Słowik, 2016), counsellor education and ap-
plications of performative ethnography (Siarkiewicz, Trębińska-Szumigraj, & 
Zielińska-Pękał, 2012) and counselling practices conceptualised as performative 
projects (Siarkiewicz, 2014).11

The concept of performatics surfaces in counselling research primarily when 
counselling practice, helping interventions and support are offered to  counselees 
as invitations to self-discovery and self-understanding, when individuals’ learning 
and emancipatory potential are stirred up, when status changes and transitions take 
place in individuals’ biographies, and when transformation, maturation or develop-
ment, rituals and symbolic transitions occur. The concept of performatics also ap-
pears when the subject of counselling is thought of as agentive, autonomous, exert-
ing itself, self-aware and aware of its experiencIng (Siarkiewicz, 2014; Siarkiewicz & 
Wojtasik, 2016; Kargulowa, 2023).

In counselling studies, counselling practice is viewed as an action, a relations, 
a dialogue and a reflection imbued with strength and readiness to act and some-
times initiating a  complex process of changes, which is what may constitute the 
performative potential of key relevance to  counselling. This performative poten-
tial of counselling refers to the agency of the subject that undergoes, takes part in 
and accommodates change, that is, the splitting subject. The performative potential 

11	Performatyka (‘performatics’ meaning performativity and performance studies) is a new term in re-
search. It was coined/introduced during the Performatics: Perspectives for Development session at the 
Wroclaw-based Jerzy Grotowski Institute (previously: the Centre for the Study of Jerzy Grotowski’s 
Work and for Theatrical and Cultural Practices) in 2016. The founder of the term, theatre researcher 
and philosopher Tomasz Kubikowski, sought to  lend some diversity to  the term ‘performance’ in 
Polish and to expand its meaning so as to convey its internal complexity, having translated Richard 
Schechner’s Performance studies/Performatyka. Wstęp (Kosiński, 2016). In Kubikowski’s view, per-
formatyka is not a simple translation of ‘performance.’ Rather, while referring to agency, action and 
transformative power, it also aspires to be a scholarly examination of processes and actions as they 
unfold. The captivating history of the coining/announcement of the term performatyka as an ut-
terly ‘performative’ experience is recounted by Dariusz Kosiński in Performatyka. W(y)prowadzenia 
(Performatics: Introductions and Excursions), where performatics is framed as a field and a meth-
odology in one and a subdiscipline developed in Poland (Kosiński, 2016).
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integral to  counselling practice has three fundamental aims. Firstly, it initiates 
change, secondly it sustains change, and thirdly, it consolidates change. This is what 
makes (formal and informal) counselling practice dynamic, processual and woven 
into culture and individuals’ lives, activity and engagement. The splitting subject sit-
uated in this practice is conceptualised as agentive, active, involved in changes that 
it undergoes and carries and being in the process which is opposite to withdrawal 
and inaction. No wonder that performatics as a site (domain) that encourages ex-
ploration and movement across disciplines has found its way into the counselling-
studies discourse and the work of researchers and practitioners who study what 
emerges between the counsellor and the counselee, what emerges in their experi-
ence and experiencing as a phenomenon situated in counselling silence, in a coun-
selling halt, in the counselling action and agency of the Subject. Leaving behind and 
going beyond entrenched canons, performatics attempts to capture movement and 
change, a  focus of increasing interest to  counselling researchers (Kosiński, 2016; 
Iwanczewska & Chaberski, 2021, pp. 7–8; Siarkiewicz & Wojtasik 2016).

Below, I present three exemplifications of the performative potential of coun-
selling in relation to the splitting subject, which I identify in the space that opens 
in the process of splitting. I build on the work of researchers who meticulously ex-
plored people’s biographies and complex processes of experiencIng. I rely on stud-
ies in which I  identified the splitting subject and a dynamic space opened by the 
splitting process and filled with counselling practice and counselling experience of 
considerable performative potential. I  will offer my own reading of these studies 
through the lens of counselling research, which probably differs from the interpre-
tations of sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists and educators.

I. The splitting subject and radical change

I  have identified the dynamic of life that affects the subject but goes beyond the 
subject’s previous experiences in Wychodźca Polski (The Polish émigré), a month-
ly journal edited by Florian Znaniecki, published by Towarzystwo Opieki nad 
Wychodźcami (Society for the Welfare of Émigrés) in 1911–1912 and, as such, quite 
remote from us. The institution that published the journal was dedicated to provid-
ing guidance and help to people leaving their country, who besides experiencing the 
drama of abandoning their homes and parting with their loved ones also effected 
changes in their previous, unbearable lives. Twelve issues of Wychodźca Polski were 
published before the lack of funding forced the journal to close down (with the rea-
sons reported in the last issue).12 Notably, the journal was in operation before the 
publication of William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki’s celebrated five-volume 
12	I studied all the issues of the journal at the Archiwum Badań nad Życiem Codziennym (Everyday 

Life Research Archives), which was founded by the Florian Znaniecki Scientific Foundation at the 
Institute of Sociology, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan. I approached the journal as a site of 
then-current experiencIng of migration and the helping, interventional and counselling network 
constructed and woven in everyday life.
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The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1918–1920). One of the contexts for 
the human experiences described in Wychodźca was the notion that the Western 
civilisation was declining, that culture was in upheaval, but that solution to the cri-
ses and salvation were possible, as related by Elżbieta Ciżewska in her introduction 
to Znaniecki’s Upadek cywilizacji zachodniej (The decline of Western civilisation) 
(Ciżewska, 2013).

As defined in the first issue, the aim of the journal was to sustain moral bonds 
between émigrés and their families, to promote contacts among émigrés and help 
raise funds for those in dire need (issue 1–2, p. 25). The fact that the founder of the 
journal ascribed a counselling goal and performative power to it was what prompt-
ed me to study all its issues and analyse them from the counselling-studies point of 
view. I have found in them experiences of the splitting subject that decides to leave 
the country, the village and the family. I have also found the performative potential 
of counselling practices leading to radical change through the development of self-
fashioning techniques, autonomy and agency. In my view, the content of the jour-
nal not only conveys the idea of forming counselling networks that (in declarative 
terms) develop internal communication structures but also implements counselling 
practices for individuals, groups (women, youth, families and young males) and 
‘people close to the people’ who might help (often illiterates) émigrés make use of 
the journal (issue 11–12, p. 2). The journal can also be regarded as a platform for 
international mediated counselling that responded to  challenges individuals and 
groups encountered amid the vicissitudes of their lives and experiences. Mutually 
invisible counsellors and counselees used this platform to engage in the construc-
tion of counselling processes and counselling networks. Wychodźca Polski makes 
it possible to find out about the situation of émigrés in a strange world, evokes ex-
periences of individuals, families and émigré groups, identifies possible risks and 
suggests preventive and remedial solutions. Below, a handful of excerpts illustrate 
the dynamic of experiences of émigrés and the founders of the journals, along with 
various kinds of counselling engagement:

We want our journal to be a fulcrum of efforts for establishing and sustaining ties 
between colonies and the metropolis. (issue 1–2, p. 25)

Thoughtless and unplanned settlement that even now disregards this difficulty (or-
ganisational deficits) will be doomed to vegetating if not to disaster. (issue 7, p. 6)

A description of an émigré who stands a chance of managing the new reality 
reads: ‘Avidly participating in social and organisational life, he is an active mem-
ber of the local Chamber of Commerce,’ which indicates that he is aware how one 
should go about things, knows what consequences such actions carry and can rely 
on protection against abusive practices (issue 7, pp. 7–8).

The journal also depicts its own role as responding to  ‘the need of establish-
ing a publication dedicated to the issues of emigration, providing information on 
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working and living conditions abroad and, further, to the need of having a link be-
tween homeland and emigrated communities, as well as an honest counsellor for an 
entire host of people in search of better life’ (issue 11–12, p. 1).

The aims of the Society and the journal itself are explicitly defined: ‘The affairs 
of émigrés must be organised socially, economically and morally’ (issue 4, pp. 1–2), 
and designs of remedial mechanisms are directly described: ‘If the population had 
more awareness and did not let profiteers fool them, the Society could keep control 
of émigré matters and organise these matters to the greatest possible benefit of emi-
grants’ (issue 11–12, p. 18).

The reason behind the commitment of the founders of the journals to the émi-
gré cause is straightforwardly articulated as well: ‘because what is going on is be-
yond the power of individual people or individual institutions while the journal 
might remedy many deficits’ (issue 1–2, pp. 1–2); ‘We perish. What is it that is our 
undoing? Time to save ourselves. How can it be done?’ (issue 7, pp. 1–2); ‘The cause 
is greatly harmed by a host of unsolicited and unfit counsellors who, instead of as-
sembling in the Society, which was founded for this purpose, prefer teaching, per-
suading and inciting on their own and in their own way’ (issue 11–12, p. 5).

It was rather obvious that having come to an unknown place, confused émigrés 
were at a loss about what to do or where to turn. For this reason, Wychodźca Polski 
committed to disseminating information in order to prevent emigrants from falling 
prey to dishonest people and organisations. The journal’s issues report emigrants’ 
dramatic experiences: human trafficking, risks to young travellers, vulnerability of 
young women, abuse of farm-hands, employers’ unethical conduct, employees’ na-
ivete and ignorance, confusion of families and children, abandonment of children, 
etc. (issues 5, 7, 8, 11–12). 

By applying a counselling-studies lens to look at the experiences of splitting de-
scribed by Znaniecki, we can see counselling practices as an institutional and non-
institutional involvement of various subjects. They encompass social processes of 
organisation, disorganisation and reorganisation enclosed within a self-reproduc-
ing cycle, which will later resurface in The Polish Peasant in Europe and America 
(Thomas & Znaniecki, 1976). They also relate remedial proposals in the form remi-
niscent of directive and dialogical counselling addressed to counselees who are de-
scribed in counselling studies as patients or clients: ‘Spending one’s leisure time in 
line with traditional rules has long been regarded as one of the most effective mea-
sures against disorganisation, especially among youth’ (issue 4, p. 72).

The image of active subjects (both émigrés and the founders of the journal) 
that reflectively monitor what they do, rationalise their actions and develop motiva-
tional structures presents, in my view, subjects that operate in a space that opened 
in the process of splitting. This exemplifies the search for ontological security in 
unclear, unknown and dangerous situations. This exemplifies attempts to develop 
mutual trust and self-trust. What I  discern in Wychodźca Polski are processes of 
forming and bolstering the Subject in the course of multiple difficult experiences 
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through which agency is developed to be able to create both social and individual 
reality (Giddens, 1984, pp. 5–6). The performative potential of counselling, as iden-
tifiable in Wychodźca Polski, activated vis-à-vis the splitting subjects and pertain-
ing to the subject’s agency, action, engagement and being involved can be seen in 
the commitment of the founders of the journal and in émigrés’ experiences. This 
performative potential relies on experiences of everyday life, one’s own and oth-
ers’ biographies, on language and on symbols (Giddens, 1984, pp. 2–7; Kosiński, 
2016, pp. 29–30). One hundred years later, this potential can also be found in to-
day’s helping processes marshalled in experiences of Ukrainian refugees. These 
experiences carry ambiguities inherent in counselling processes (perverse effects) 
along with the dynamic and tensions between fostering the agency of strong, active 
subjects pursuing autonomy and the experience of helplessness, doubt and resigna-
tion (Kurantowicz, 2022). The strength of networked helping projects—of dynamic 
counselling developed and sustained in a  network—lies in the presence of such 
practices that come from human biographies and build on human biographies in 
process. These practices include support for life-design processes, as highlighted by 
career researchers (such as Mark Savickas, Maria Eduarda Duarte, Bożena Wojtasik 
and Joanna Minta).

II. The splitting subject and the biographical journey 

The dynamic of the subject’s experiences is portrayed in a captivating way by psy-
chologists Paweł Boski, Joanna Różycka-Tran and Piotr Sorokowski in Podróże 
psychologiczne przez kultury świata (Psychological journeys across cultures of the 
world) (2024). The authors relate their experiences of journeys, observations and 
research spanning many years and various culturally remote locations (Nigeria, In-
die, Nepal, Tibet, Papua, Amazonia and Tanzania). In their in-depth accounts of 
everyday life they experienced, took part in and described in their book, I identify 
various counselling practices aimed, as they write, to  regulate mental, emotional 
and physical processes. This regulation is implemented in subjects’ different ex-
periences and through counselling practices typical of a  given culture (involving 
a shaman, an exorcist, a monk, old men, people of public trust, etc.). The practices, 
which I  construe as instances of counselling, are situated and carried out in the 
dynamic of everyday life; they are woven into this life, inscribed in culture and em-
bedded in biographies as a particularly dynamic experience of agentive counselees 
and engaged counsellors. I perceive an emergent and performative dimension in 
these practices; this dimension entails unpredictability, change, transformations, 
rites of passage and the use of symbols, metaphors, performative utterances and 
spells. All this unfolds at the intersection the authors’ experience of their own lives 
and biographies and their encounter with the world they entered, as well as in the 
process of touching biographies of others from a different cultural space.
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In the life of tribal communities typical of the cultures they studied, the Sub-
ject’s responsibility for the counselling processes undertaken/accepted and their 
outcomes is somewhat redrawn. Ascribing competences to others entails acknowl-
edging that one can and has the right not to  be ready to  find solutions on one’s 
own: ‘It’s not my business, it’s not my concern, elders and family are there to know 
the answer and to  know what to  do’ (Boski, Różycka-Tran, & Sorokowski, 2024, 
p. 13). The senior—the ‘elder’—arranges relations among people, and all life hap-
pens within one big family; problems are solved and strategies are determined by 
the community, while familism, complete with a certain form of what we call nepo-
tism, is valued and considered important as part of the system of mutual support. 
One family member’s advancement means the advancement of the entire family 
(Boski, ibid., p. 87). ‘Individualism is not welcome; the group matters and you mat-
ter in the group’ (Różycka-Tran, ibid., p. 142), which is what may offer performative 
power and performative potential, as well as a space for adaptation to and accep-
tance of necessities which thwart/delay one’s assumption of the role of the author 
of one’s actions. This situation may also hold a transitional potential for the Subject. 
Match-making and arranged marriages (which are rather untypical in our culture) 
have their own dynamic, as illustrated by the story of Bavavana, who ‘was sitting 
somewhat stunned on the ground, tears running on and on through her closed eye-
lids down her clenched lips. Preparations for her marriage were on’ (Sorokowski, 
ibid, p. 224). Less than two years later, Sorokowski met Bavana again, but this time 
she ‘was grinning widely (…) her husband turned out to be a very good man, ten-
der, patient and caring. The girl has completely changed her mind about the rela-
tionship’ (Sorokowski, ibid., p. 232). The tribal family counsellors who arranged the 
marriage were effective, and the story itself, as the researcher admits, taught him 
a lesson of humility for his entrenched beliefs and experiences. The space opened in 
the process of the Subject’s splitting made room for a new experience that modified 
prior presuppositions (people marry for love, and this is only the couple’s decision).

Boski reflects: ‘I  collected experiences that went beyond the scale of a  Euro-
pean. For when is it that we partake in the fascination of discovery? Well, it is not 
when we discover that others have a little bit more or a little bit less of what we have; 
rather, it is when our scale is not enough, and the thermometer breaks’ (Boski, ibid., 
p. 80).

An interesting image of a special form of counselling practices is rendered, in 
my view, by the authors’ descriptions of rituals. They convey both the experience of 
splitting (which is sometimes the major reason for participation in ritual) and the 
activation of the performative potential (resulting from participation in ritual and 
reinforced by words, symbols and guidelines). A ritual bath, where one is doused 
in milk and honey, brings relief, gives hope, prevents the splitting of the Subject 
and helps the Subject retain unity even after death or perhaps primarily after death 
(considering the belief in reincarnation). Taking care of the Subject’s unity is of 
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paramount relevance and is a crucial task for the tribe (Różycka-Tran, ibid. p. 105) 
‘because suffering casts a long shadow on peace’ (Różycka-Tran, ibid., p. 113).

Rituals and outcomes of participation in rituals are associated with improved 
health, betterment of one’s financial standing and attenuation of family conflicts; 
they seem to have a similar function to the Delphic Oracle of old and psychothera-
py, which is popular today in Western cultures (Różycka-Tran, ibid., pp. 169–170). 
Like in Delphi once, ‘women are often also powerful witches whose advice is used 
both by women and men’ (Sorokowski, ibid., p. 235). By the way, according to re-
ports, in Poland, psychotherapists are mostly female (85.1%), and women are more 
frequently clients of counselling services (Hermanowski, 2021; Boczkowska et al., 
2024).

This psychological journeying, rather than cultural or natural travels (from the 
introduction to the book), is sometimes only symbolical movement between: be-
tween roles (researchers vs. participant in life), tasks (note-taking/observations vs. 
experiencing life), values (Western individualism vs. Eastern collectivism), stages 
in life (youth vs. senior/wiseman). Różycka-Tran explicitly writes that travelling in-
volves following the self between the old and the new one (Boski, Różycka-Tran, & 
Sorokowski, 2024, p. 260). In adult education studies, counselling as travel, as an 
educational and transformative journey that makes room for being with oneself has 
been explored by Olga Czerniawska (2005), while Sorokowski confesses in Podróże 
psychologiczne: ‘I went through a mental transformation. I’ve realised that the qui-
et and monotonous life in the jungle with few stimuli gives me a  lot of pleasure, 
and the singing of birds and ubiquitous green make me perfectly happy’ (Boski, 
Różycka-Tran, & Sorokowski, 2024, p. 218).

The existential aspect of journey is inscribed in the content of the book as 
a whole, in each reported experience, in each reflection and in each vignette the 
authors evoke.

The authors’ view of the journey, their insight into communities, social groups 
and individuals living in different cultures from ours and their look into and 
through their everyday life from the perspective of sociology, anthropology, psy-
chology and psychotherapy encourage construing counselling practices as rituals 
inscribed and reproduced in culture. To me, it is not only a collection of selected 
counselling experiences, but an unobtrusive yet meticulous record of the splitting 
Subject’s experiences with an array of unintended and unpredictable effects (Turn-
er, 1982, p. 79; Kosiński, 2017, p. 42). As aptly noted, ‘[m]illions of dollars invested 
in the humanitarian aid heals the conscience of the Western World, but it certainly 
does not guarantee any long-term solution to the problems’ (Boski, Różycka-Tran, 
& Sorokowski, p. 240).
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III. The splitting subject in the space of inanimate culture

When identifying the subject’s processual splitting, one cannot possibly fail to note 
that the experiencing of life with its radical changes takes place not only in the so-
cial world as personally apprehended and intimately experienced but also in the 
material world, which is replete with inanimate elements. The inanimate results 
from human activity and is endowed with meanings that humans want to recog-
nise, communicate to others, protect and shield. The very existence of inanimate 
artefacts may be an emotional symbolic value to the subject. One’s first copybook, 
family photo, mum’s favourite cup and a  still-preserved well next to  which one’s 
great-grandparents’ house once stood, all tend to bear special meaning. Such things 
gather around us and are intentionally gathered and taken care of, sometimes be-
coming an important factor in our coherence (as testaments to our biography, links 
to the previous generation and/or material evidence of our achievements); if their 
existence is at risk or they may be lost, we feel anxiety, fear, horror and pain, which 
may prompt us to act and preserve, protect, reproduce or recover them. Humans 
as participants in the world of culture experience its materiality, resonate with the 
experience of encounter with culture and interpret their presence in the world as 
they know and co-create it. Humans and the world bilaterally (cor)respond to each 
other. In this way, complex, often symbolic relations with a  transformative, tran-
sitive potential are established (Chutorański & Makowska, 2019; Rosa, 2020). In 
coping with reality and the problems it occasions, we often fall back on its mate-
rial, symbolic and performative dimension. When we offer support to others, we 
sometimes share tangibles of relevance to us with them (return to childhood places, 
a letter we have kept, a photo, ‘a lucky charm elephant,’ etc.). Maria Czerepaniak-
Walczak explicitly locates the human being in the world of things, which she insists 
matter in human life: 

Wherever they come from and however they are treated, they are agents or, at 
least, catalysts of various, not necessarily desirable changes in the lives of individ-
uals and collectives and in social, political, cultural and economic arrangements. 
They change the world. They cause personal, local, regional and global crises, 
but they also open new ways for the development of individuals and humanity. 
(Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2019, p. 55)

This perspective is rooted in the concept of materiality, materiality studies and, 
as proposed by Maksymilian Chutorański and Aneta Makowska, in the pedagogy 
of things, which have recently got some traction in educational discourse. The ped-
agogy of things is understood as reflection on meanings invested in things, as the 
study of small things that matter a  lot in our lives and as a post-anthropocentric 
account of the human being as embedded in the material world with the meanings 
assigned to it (Chutorański & Makowska, 2019, p. 13). 
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This begs the question whether the symbolic space of complex relations and 
emotions experienced in conjunction with material artefacts may trigger, via reso-
nance, the splitting of the subject, a process I explore in this paper. This inquiry was 
inspired by Agata Wolska’s Zagrabiony Odzyskany. Historia powrotu ołtarza Wita 
Stwosza do Krakowa (Looted and recovered. The history of the return of Veit Stoss’ 
altar to Cracow) (2019). In my reading, the book is not only an extraordinary story 
and a biography of the altar, which it took many years of research to retrace, but 
also the story of human beings as relational subjects steeped in the material envi-
ronment that contributes to their identities and ties in with their biographies.13 In 
my view, Wolska’s study is permeated with the bilateral relation which pedagogues 
of things, of materiality and of material reality single out as highly relevant to hu-
man development and becoming (Chutorański & Makowska, 2019, pp. 9–17). Veit 
Stoss’ work channels attention, perpetuates cultural knowledge and practices and 
initiates actions. It has individual and social agency. The human being attributes 
meaning to  the presence of the altar in Cracow, interprets its existence and uses 
(utilises?) it in symbolic, social and educational practices. Assuming that the altar 
in St Mary’s basilica is not unknow to us, but most of us recognise and appreci-
ate it, the extremely labour-consuming and resource-intensive process of looting it 
during the Second World War and an even more labour-consuming and resource-
intensive process of reclaiming it (the 11m x 13m altar consists of more than 200 
sculptures) were part of many people’s biographies (in Poland and abroad), and its 
difficult wartime story is also part of individual biographies and of splitting sub-
jects’ experiences. When evoking the concept of the splitting subject and the no-
tion of difficult human experiences marked with rupture, crumbling, falling apart 
or engagement and involvement in change, I mean all the participants in the altar 
recovery process. 

In her discussion of our being in the material dimension and of the cultural 
agency of things, Czerepaniak-Walczak elucidates that there are ‘some processes, 
developments, facts, objects and things that command individual and collective ev-
eryday lives with people’s consent or without it. Sometimes people are indifferent 
to or anticipant of them, or they are actively involved in preserving the status quo 
or in changing it’ (Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2019, p. 56).

Wolska describes the involvement of objects in the safeguarding of Veit Stoss’ 
altar before the warfare began and in its theft during the war: 

13	Let me sketch some facts of the altar’s biography. Commissioned by Cracow’s town council, Veit 
Stoss began to work on it in 1477. Shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War, the altar 
was disassembled, catalogued, secured against damage and hidden (partly in Cracow and partly in 
Sandomierz). Under the Nazi occupation, the altar was grabbed and taken to Nurenberg. In 1946, 
the altar returned to Cracow and was in conservation until 1949. Wolska’s book recounts the diffi-
culties involved in bringing the altar back and shows how many people’s biographies (in Poland and 
abroad) were entangled in the story of Veit Stoss’ work (Wolska, 2019, pp. 246–254).
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The physical elimination of society’s culture-makers was accompanied by confis-
cations of artworks. Pillaging in Poland was part of a broad agenda that included 
extermination of individuals and social groups, displacements, deliberate devalu-
ation of human and material resources, territorial border redraws, etc. (…). Sys-
tematic plunder was politically instrumentalised and defined as restitution under 
which the occupied area was to be cleaned of the dust of inferior Slavic culture 
and have its former German culture restored. (Wolska, 2019, pp. 20–21)

Wolska goes on to report that:

The story of the altar from St Mary’s basilica was evidence for the key role that the 
personal aspirations, likings and rivalries of Nazi dignitaries played in the Ger-
man pillage of cultural property during the Second World War. Since this was evi-
dent to the witnesses of those events, from the very beginning of occupation on, 
the Polish Resistance collected information about the lost works of art and kept 
a register of individuals responsible for plunder in the belief, against the fading 
hopes, that the treasures would be found and brought back to Poland. (Wolska, 
2019, p. 31)

Over many years, the dramatic experiences involved in the two processes (of 
looting and of recovering the altar) were part of biographies of many people, in-
cluding Wolska herself. Triggered by a fear that the altar might be lost (taken away 
or destroyed when the war broke out), the splitting process opened a  symbolic 
space for many people’s engagement, action and activation of performative poten-
tial to hide the altar; when that failed and the war was over, a lot of strength was 
mobilised to find, reclaim and renovate it. Many people’s strength was mustered for 
the altar to be again. Thinking of the splitting subject as an engaged/engaging one 
and adopting the cultural-shift perspective, we can usefully rely on Piotr Pawliszak’s 
insistence that ‘symbols are an essential element of group culture. Used in a group 
process, they generate shared consciousness and collective feelings. They are part 
of collective feelings in the sense that these feelings (with their particular content) 
would not be possible without them’ (Pawliszak, 2009, p. 39).

Notably, the terms that Wolska amasses in her account of the return of Stoss’ 
altar to Cracow to illustrate the experiences of multiple subjects include: ‘risky per-
egrination,’ ‘dramatic events,’ ‘lethal danger,’ ‘a chill in relations,’ ‘growing distance,’ 
‘impressive intervention,’ ‘dedicated work,’ and ‘it became the passion of his life’ 
(Wolska, 2019, pp. 239–241). 

The relation of people involved in the story and existence of the altar is with-
out a doubt bilateral. I believe that for many of them this special relationship was 
bound up with the experience of splitting. What happened with the altar was im-
plicated in the process that triggered the splitting, but all human commitment to it 
filled that space as it opened in and through the splitting process. That space was 
filled with action, labour, effort, the experience of agency or the lack thereof and the 
performative potential of all coping with difficult experiences, risk and uncertainty 
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because ‘the altar of St Mary’s basilica shared the wartime lot of millions of Poles. Its 
symbolic value caused it to be identified with longing for complete freedom’ (Wol-
ska, 2019, p. 244).

Exploration of the materiality of spaces we inhabit, not only in the context of 
social and educational processes, is applicable to the processes of ‘splitting,’ becom-
ing, resilience and coping with the reality one experiences. Surely, these processes 
always unfold ‘nearby’ and ‘with’ the material, with that which becomes and is an 
active agent with a performative potential in our lives (Chutorański & Makowska, 
2019, p. 11).

In my view, both Wychodźca Polski, and Podróże psychologiczne and Zagrabiony 
Odzyskany. Historia powrotu ołtarza Wita Stwosza do Krakowa portray homo con-
sultans involved in search, wandering and facing up to  difficult experiences that 
entail the activation of performative, metaphor- and symbol-based helping/sup-
port interventions focused on transitions, passages and ‘becoming’ (Kosiński, 2017, 
p. 33; Siarkiewicz, 2010, pp. 153–159; Kargulowa, 2023). 

Conclusion

When studying Kargulowa’s works, where she draws on the concept of emergence 
and social resonance, I can see the galaxy of counselling and perceive homo consul-
tans in this galaxy as an active author of actions despite the experience of splitting 
and splits. I can also see the morphology of dynamic counselling in which the split-
ting subject is neither an object nor a recipient of counselling interventions (neither 
a patient nor a client) but is becoming an active, creative, searching, reflexive and 
self-actualising practitioner of everyday life who is self-aware and aware of their 
condition (Kargulowa, 2023, p. 129; 2024).

Translated from Polish by Patrycja Poniatowska
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