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Abstract
One way to theorize about we-identities—the identities that individual subjects have 
as ‘one of us’—is in terms of the uniformity, interchangeability, and prototypical-
ity of group members. The social-psychological theory of self-categorization epito-
mizes this approach, which has strongly influenced contemporary phenomenologi-
cal research on the we. This paper argues that this approach has one important and 
largely overlooked limitation: the we-identities tied to close personal relationships—
exemplified by long-term friendships and romantic partnerships—are based on pat-
terns of interpersonal interaction and integration through which individuals tend to 
grasp their non-substitutability and complementarity. This limitation suggests that 
another approach is needed to tackle the we-identities characteristic of close per-
sonal relationships. I outline such an approach, by combining resources from classi-
cal phenomenology and ongoing research on the socially extended mind.

Keywords We-identity · Self-categorization theory · Depersonalization · Close 
personal relationships · Socially extended mind

1 Introduction

The sense of belonging to social groups—such as families, romantic partnerships, 
nation states, political parties, etc.—is a familiar and widespread feature of the 
human social world. Intuitively, group belongingness plays a central role in shaping 
the contours of individuals’ identities. One natural way to answer the question ‘who 
are you?’ is, at least in part, by telling about some of the groups and social catego-
ries that one takes oneself to belong to. Psychological research indicates that belong-
ingness is not merely an occasional desire or expectation that people have, but rather 
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a basic and nearly universal psychological need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Fiske, 
2014, pp. 16–17). Beyond this, it has been recently argued that belongingness is not 
only a social need, but also a human right (Brownlee, 2020).

The overall goal of this paper is to investigate the sense of belonging by focusing 
on the notion of we-identity. Although this notion is not new in the philosophical 
literature (see e.g. Schmid, 2005; Zahavi, 2015a, p. 97), and has appeared some-
times under labels such as “collective identity” (e.g. Mathiesen, 2003), “group iden-
tity” (e.g. Young, 1990), and “social identity” (e.g. Appiah, 2014), it is much less 
explored than the widely investigated notion of collective intentionality (see Sch-
weikard & Schmid, 2020). The situation is somewhat different in the social sciences, 
where notions such as collective identity, group identity, and social identity have 
an important trajectory in disciplines like social psychology and sociology (see, for 
example, Ashmore et al., 2004; Flesher Fominaya, 2010).

In recent years, work in social psychology has started to influence philosophical 
research about the we informed by research in classical and contemporary phenom-
enology (Taipale, 2019; Zahavi, 2019; Salice & Miyazono, 2020; Salice & Henrik-
sen, 2015). The present paper is intended as a contribution to this interdisciplinary 
dialogue. My central aims will be to articulate one important and largely overlooked 
limitation of the resources that the social-psychological theory of self-categorization 
(e.g. Turner et al., 1987) can offer for the investigation of we-identities, and to out-
line one way in which that limitation can be overcome.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, I outline a characterization of we-
identities aimed at clearing up some terminological issues. Section 3 presents the main 
tenets of the theory of self-categorization and explores some of its connections with clas-
sical and contemporary phenomenological work on the we. Section 4 argues that self-
categorization theory and current proposals informed by it don’t offer suitable resources 
to explain the we-identities tied to close personal relationships, paradigmatically exem-
plified by long-standing romantic partnerships and friendships. The reason is that they 
take a first-person plural perspective to involve a psychological process of “deperson-
alization” (Turner, 1987, p. 50) or “de-individuation” (Salice & Henriksen, 2021, p. 
11; Zahavi, 2019, p. 256), through which subjects accentuate their homogeneity, inter-
changeability, and adherence to an in-group prototype. While such features may be con-
tingently present in close relationships, I argue that there are good reasons to support the 
view that the we-identities characteristic of them arise from processes that go in a quite 
opposite direction from “depersonalization”. In Section 5, I outline one way in which 
resources from classical phenomenology and ongoing research on the socially extended 
mind can shed light on the we-identities characteristic of close relationships.

2  Characterizing we‑identities

The notion of identity relevant in the expression ‘we-identity’ is not primarily iden-
tity as re-identification and continuity across time—familiar from philosophical 
discussions about personal identity—, but rather a more vernacular notion of iden-
tity, understood as the set of characteristics that make someone the person she or 
he is (Schechtman, 1996, p. 2). To a first approximation, we-identities are identities 
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that individual subjects have as ‘one of us’, in virtue of their membership in social 
groups. Making this description more precise will be the main task of this section. 
For the moment, it suffices to motivate the question of why would a focus on the 
notion of we-identity be appropriate, given that there are other notions in the litera-
ture—such as social identity, collective identity, and group identity—that seem to 
target the relevant explanandum. The short answer is that the other notions are prone 
to various misunderstandings, and that this justifies a terminological intervention.

Starting with the notions of group identity and collective identity, both are ambig-
uous concerning the subject of attribution. On the one hand, one can take it to be 
the group or collective as a supra-individual unit—on this reading, ‘group identity’ 
refers to a group’s identity (e.g. Gallagher, 2020, p. 219) and ‘collective identity’ 
to a collective’s identity (e.g. Rucht, 1995, p. 10). On the other hand, one can take 
the subject of attribution to be an individual insofar as he or she is a member of a 
group or collective (e.g. Bacharach, 2006, p. 69; Sullivan, 2014, p. 1). Apart from 
this ambiguity, the notion of collective identity tends to have political undertones 
(Ashmore et al., 2004, p. 81), which might be justified in some contexts (e.g. social 
movements research (see Flesher Fominaya, 2010) but not in others.

The notion of social identity doesn’t have the same limitations, as it has been typ-
ically used for referring to an identity that an individual subject has qua group mem-
ber, quite independently of whether the group in question has a political character 
(e.g. Tajfel and Turner, 1986). But it has one noticeable disadvantage. Since there is 
a wide consensus that sociality pervasively shapes the identities of persons, it isn’t 
really clear what notion(s) of (non-social or pre-social) identity the concept of social 
identity should be distinguished from. This limitation of the notion becomes clear in 
the work of John Turner and his collaborators, whose use of the term social identity 
is not supposed to pick out one aspect of self-identity marked by its social character, 
as distinguished from other aspects of self-identity that would lack that character 
(Turner et  al., 1987, p. 46).1 This is nonetheless a misleading connotation of the 
term, which has prompted some commentators to drop it altogether (Simon & Klan-
dermans, 2001, p. 320; Ashmore et al., 2004).

In light of the above, the notion of we-identity seeks to avoid shortcomings of 
other available notions, by emphasizing a central idea that is nonetheless hinted 
at by some of them. This is the idea that there are aspects of an individual’s self-
conception that he or she has qua member of a social group. To that extent, those 
aspects have a first-person plural character. Were one to ask someone to articulate 
what it means to have one of those aspects, it would be natural to do so by using the 
first-person plural or ‘we’ pronoun.

For the purposes of this paper, I will adopt a broad definition of social groups, 
according to which “x is a social group if and only if x is an entity constituted by 
and only by people” (Epstein, 2019, p. 4914). This broad definition avoids the risk 
of “under-generating” social groups and vindicates the idea that “[d]ifferent kinds of 
social groups have little to unify them aside from their being built of people” (2019, 

1  To mark that the notion of social identity is a technical term in the context of the work of Turner and 
his collaborators (to which I will return in the next section), I will italicize it throughout the paper.
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p. 4914).2 Moreover, this broad definition circumvents the difficulty of how to adju-
dicate between narrower definitions of social group that run the risk of being ad hoc 
or that are guided by more specific theoretical agendas (e.g. Young, 1990, p. 43). 
Based on this definition, we can start with the task of characterizing the notion of 
we-identity by considering the following Membership Condition3:

(i) A we-identity is an identity that an individual subject has in virtue of their mem-
bership in a social group.

Since membership in some groups doesn’t require attitudes of a member towards 
the group in question, this condition is very inclusive (see Zahavi, 2015a, p. 94). For 
one might be a member of a group of people without knowing about the group’s 
existence, let alone about one’s membership in it. For example, one might be a mem-
ber of the group of people who have a certain genetic predisposition, without know-
ing that such group exists. And even if one knows that the relevant group exists, one 
might nonetheless ignore that one is a member. Two comments are in order here. 
The first one is that the idea that membership in some social groups is attitude-inde-
pendent need not mean that membership should be conceptualised as a brute fact of 
the world. Perhaps at bottom the very idea of membership in a social group depends 
(at least potentially) on the recognition from other members of the group in ques-
tion. I won’t delve into this issue in the present context. The second comment is 
that there are domains—such as social policy-making—in which it might be useful 
to operate with a very broad understanding of group membership. Policy makers 
are sometimes concerned with locating individuals under certain social categories, 
quite independently of whether people may have any sense of belonging to them. 
However, given the focus of the present paper, the very broad understanding of a 
we-identity suggested in (i) will contribute little to an elucidation of the sense of 
belonging, which involves reference to the experience of being a group member. In 
other words, even though group membership is a necessary condition for a we-iden-
tity, it is not sufficient.

We get a more restricted notion of we-identity by introducing the following 
Awareness Condition:

(ii)   A we-identity is an identity that a subject is, at least at times, aware of having.

This condition captures the idea that individual subjects are sometimes aware 
of their membership in some social groups (Zahavi, 2015a, p. 95). This awareness 
doesn’t have to be thematic or reflective (see Schmid, 2005), which means that it 
doesn’t require an explicit focus on the relevant group membership. Moreover, con-
dition (ii) doesn’t require either that awareness of membership is persistent, but only 
that it can become experientially salient at times and, we may add, under suitable 
conditions. We-identities have a dynamic and fluid character, since they can become 

2  Note that while this definition is very broad, it is not too broad, since it doesn’t allow for social groups 
that have as members non-human animals.
3  The following discussions draws on León & Meindl (forthcoming).
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more or less experientially salient in different contexts (see Taipale, 2019, p. 232). 
Awareness of membership in a social group is not (typically, at least) a persistent 
feature of a subject’s psychological life. Moreover, such awareness can be grounded 
in a dispositional belief of membership in the relevant social group.

But being occasionally aware of one’s membership in a social group doesn’t pro-
vide yet a sufficiently delimited characterization of a we-identity. The reason is that 
one might be occasionally aware of one’s membership in a social group, but mem-
bership may be attributed or even imposed by others, without one having any say 
in that attribution. In some cases, group membership is attributed by others in ways 
that are diminishing and unjust, and a convincing characterization of we-identities 
should be responsive to this feature of the social world. However, at least part of the 
reason why such cases seem problematic is that they involve a discrepancy between 
group memberships attributed by others and self-attributed group memberships. 
If so, a proper understanding of imposed group memberships will presuppose an 
understanding of what happens when group membership is self-attributed. To cap-
ture this idea, I introduce a further condition, which I call Endorsement Condition:

(iii)   A we-identity is an identity that a subject endorses or appropriates.

To endorse of a particular identity as member of a social group goes beyond hav-
ing an occasional awareness of that membership. Endorsement is a matter of assent-
ing to a group membership and incorporating or appropriating it as part of one’s 
self-conception, however fleetingly that might happen.4 At the same time, endorse-
ment can happen in a more or less peripheral manner, because we-identities are 
aspects of one’s self-conception that tend to be weighted differently—depending on 
factors such as the place they have in one’s overall evaluative outlook and relevant 
contextual elements. It seems plausible to assume that the differential evaluation of 
endorsed group memberships will be reflected in the affective salience that group 
memberships tend to have (Taipale, 2019, p. 233). This means that the significance 
of an endorsed group membership will tend to be disclosed in the affective attitudes 
that the subject has when it comes to group-related issues. Accordingly, I introduce 
the following condition of Affective Salience:

(iv)   We-identities vary in terms of their affective salience.

In short, we-identities are identities that subjects care about differentially. It is 
important to note that affective salience need not be tied to positive sentiments. 
Perhaps some memberships are not easily embraced, or perhaps there can be many 
ambivalences about one’s membership in a group, yet that doesn’t mean that such 
memberships are not affectively salient (quite to the contrary, perhaps).

Summing up, on the present characterization, a we-identity is one aspect of 
a subject’s self-conception had in virtue of the subject’s membership in a social 
group. Such membership is something that the subject is, at least at times, aware 
of having, that he or she endorses, and that will tend to be more or less affectively 

4  I leave aside here the possibility that endorsement might happen under conditions of coercion or 
manipulation by others.
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salient. This characterization, which builds on recent phenomenological work on 
the first-person plural perspective, aims at capturing the we-identities tied to a 
wide array of social groups that play a central role in social life. These include 
nation states, ethnic groups, corporations, groups of colleagues, families, groups of 
friends, and groups of romantic partners. In spite of their many differences, a com-
mon denominator of these (and other) social groups is that they allow for subjects 
to have we-identities, along the lines presented above. It is an advantage of the pre-
sent characterization that it can be applied to many sorts of groups, quite indepen-
dently of any particular group taxonomy that one might be inclined to adopt (see, 
e.g., Lickel et al., 2001).

3  Self‑categorization theory, social identity, and the “public person”

How to account for we-identities? One proposal that has gained momentum in con-
temporary phenomenology is that the we requires that individuals identify with a 
group by accentuating their perceived uniformity and homogeneity (e.g. Salice and 
Henriksen, 2015, pp. 158–159; Zahavi, 2019, pp. 255–256). A few considerations 
about the context and motivation for this proposal are in order here, before turning 
to the theory of self-categorization. The phenomenological tradition is well known 
not only for providing ground-breaking analyses of subjectivity, consciousness, and 
self-consciousness, but also for extensive investigations of the social world. Need-
less to say, the latter is not a homogenous domain. It encompasses a wide range of 
phenomena, such as the attribution of mental states to other people, doing things 
together with others, the sharing of emotional experiences with them, and the sense 
of belonging to social groups.

Importantly, as this rough description indicates, there is a sense in which the 
social world is not only about the first-person singular perspective of an experi-
encing subject, but also (and perhaps even primarily) about the first-person plural 
perspective of a plurality of subjects who partake in various shared and collective 
engagements. In brief, the social world is not only about the ‘I’, but also about the 
‘we’. One question that arises here concerns the status of the first-person plural 
perspective. Given phenomenology’s long-standing interest and emphasis on the 
distinctive and irreducible character of the first-person singular perspective—and 
assuming that the ‘we’ doesn’t reference any supra-individual experiencing sub-
ject—how to account phenomenologically for the first-person plural perspective? 
It is important to emphasize the broad scope of this question. The question is not 
supposed to focus on one particular sub-domain of the social world in which a 
particular type or configuration of the first-person plural perspective is discern-
ible. It aims rather at investigating general features of that perspective. In brief, 
what is at stake is “the we” (Zahavi, 2015b, p. 154. My emphasis), and not just a 
(particular type of) we.

This is the theoretical context in which the idea that the we requires that indi-
vidual subjects accentuate their perceived similarity and homogeneity has started 
to gain traction. Now, since group processes and the we have been long-standing 
topics of interest in other disciplines, particularly in the social sciences, it is not very 
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surprising that contemporary phenomenological research—with its strong interdis-
ciplinary inclinations—has appealed to resources from disciplines like social psy-
chology (e.g. Salice and Henriksen, 2015, p. 156; Zahavi, 2019, p. 256). In fact, one 
main strand of empirical support for the proposal that the we requires an accentua-
tion of perceived similarity and homogeneity has been found in the social-psycho-
logical theory of self-categorization (Turner et al., 1987, 1994), to which I now turn.

Self-categorization theory is an established research paradigm in social psychol-
ogy, which grew out as a generalized form of the social identity theory first put 
forward by Henri Tajfel (Tajfel, 1978; see Hornsey, 2008). Whereas social identity 
theory was primarily focused on inter-group behaviour, self-categorization theory 
is concerned with “how individuals are able to act as a group at all” (Turner et al., 
1987, p. 42). A guiding idea of self-categorization theory is that individual subjects 
categorize themselves at different “levels of self-representation” (Turner et al., 1987, 
p. 45). Although the theory doesn’t say much about the very notion of self-repre-
sentation that it operates with, one can take it to mean, roughly, a way in which a 
subject understands and thinks of herself, and acts accordingly (for discussion, see 
Salice and Miyazono, 2020).5 Crucial in the context of self-categorization theory is 
the distinction between two types of self-representation, called personal identity and 
social identity.6Personal identity comprises idiosyncratic features that distinguish 
self from others and define the self as unique (Turner et al., 1987, p. 45). In contrast, 
social identity—the main focus of self-categorization theory—is defined as “those 
aspects of an individual’s self-concept based upon their social group or category 
memberships together with their emotional, evaluative and other psychological cor-
relates” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 29).

According to self-categorization theory, instances of these types self-representa-
tions tend to be activated and become salient in specific situations, as a function 
of their accessibility (the degree to which they are poised to being activated) and 
their fit (the degree to which perceived stimuli match the specifications of a given 
categorization) (Turner et al., 1987, pp. 44, 55). It should be underlined that social 
identity and personal identity are not supposed to encompass a stable set of trait-like 
features. In fact, one might suppose that, under suitable conditions, the very same 
feature (such as, suppose, ‘being vegetarian’) may become a marker of social iden-
tity in one context (amongst vegetarians), and of personal identity in another context 
(amongst non-vegetarians).

5  Self-categorization theory construes self-representations as internal to the agent, insofar as they are 
elements of an “information-processing system” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 44). On the one hand, self-rep-
resentations are partly triggered by perceived external cues. On the other, they have as outcomes specific 
patterns of behaviour. By endorsing this picture, self-categorization theory is well aligned with the clas-
sical “sandwich model of the mind” (Hurley, 2001), according to which basic cognitive processes rest 
on the internal processing of perceptual inputs that have their source in stimuli located in the external 
world. Such processing, in turn, is supposed to generate as outputs certain patterns of behaviour. One 
open question that would merit more consideration is how current phenomenological work on the we 
stands vis-à-vis the internalist credentials of self-categorization theory.
6  To underline that the notion of personal identity is a technical term in the context of self-categoriza-
tion theory I will italicize it (as I do with social identity).
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In its original formulation, self-categorization theory proposed that social identi-
ties tend to be activated or “‘switched on’” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 44) at the expense 
of personal identity, since “there tends to be an inverse relationship between the sali-
ence of the personal and social levels of self-categorization” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 
49).7 Huddy (2001) argues that social identity and personal identity are not aspects 
of identity that can be easily teased apart from each other. They are often entangled 
in complex ways, which might partly explain why there can be varying degrees of 
strength of social identity (Huddy, 2001, p. 145). She suggests that individuals who 
categorize themselves as members of the same group can endorse the same social 
identity to different degrees because their personal identities will also be involved to 
different extents. In light of this plausible suggestion, it seems better to drop the talk 
of “levels” of self-representation, with its connotations of discontinuity and hierar-
chical organisation, and take instead personal and social identity as two endpoints in 
an “identity continuum” (Oakes, 2002, p. 819; Turner et al., 1994, p. 456).

The notion of social identity resonates well with the features of we-identities 
identified in the previous section.8 First, social identities are identities that individu-
als have qua members of social groups. Moreover, according to self-categorization 
theory, social identity is not merely an external categorization but rather a psycho-
logical property that is “phenomenologically real” (Hogg & Abrams, 1990, p. 7). 
What is at stake in social identity is “group membership as a psychological […] 
state, […] the subjective sense of togetherness, we-ness, or belongingness” (Turner, 
1982, p. 16). Furthermore, for any given categorization to become a social identity it 
has to be internalized, it has to be “accepted as self-defining” (Oakes, 2002, p. 812), 
which matches well with the Endorsement Condition mentioned above. Although, in 
some formulations, self-categorization theory is described as a primarily cognitive 
theory (Turner, 1982), it can accommodate the point that social identities tend to be 
more or less affectively salient, and that there is an “emotional significance attached 
to […] membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). The prima facie overlap between the 
notions of social identity and we-identity makes natural to consider the question of 
whether the account that self-categorization theory provides of social identities can 
be applied to we-identities tout court.

The important question becomes, of course, how self-categorization theory 
explains the elicitation of social identities. The theory answers this question by pos-
iting a process of “de-personalization” as the one through which “people come to 
perceive themselves more as the interchangeable exemplars of a social category than 
as unique personalities defined by their individual differences from others” (Turner 

7  Turner and co-authors also write about a “functional antagonism” between personal identity and 
social identity, and they refer to a “psychological discontinuity” (Turner et  al., 1987, p. 66) between 
those two levels of self-representation.
8  At this point of my line of argument, my aim is merely to show that there is sufficient overlap between 
the features of we-identities identified in Section 2, and the notion of social identity as discussed in the 
context of self-categorization theory. As already mentioned in Section 2, the notion of social identity has 
the disadvantage of presupposing that it could be meaningfully distinguished from non-social or pre-social 
aspects of a person’s identity. However, this presupposition is highly questionable (in fact, not even Turner 
and co-authors take it on board). Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to clarify this point.
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et  al., 1987, p. 50). The proposal that “depersonalization of self-perception is the 
basic process underlying group phenomena” is at the core of self-categorization 
theory (Turner et al., 1987, p. 50; Hornsey, 2008, p. 208). Importantly, the relevant 
notion of depersonalization shouldn’t be conflated with any psychopathological 
symptom or disorder.9Depersonalization is neither a loss of individual identity, nor 
a dehumanizing apprehension (Hogg, 2006, p. 118), but rather a “change from the 
personal to the social level of identity” (Turner et al., 1987, pp. 51, 204).

Such a change is not supposed to be just a self-related process. It also has reper-
cussions for how others are apprehended: “[t]argets are no longer represented as 
unique individuals but, rather, as embodiments of the relevant prototype” (Hogg & 
Terry 2000, 123). Consequently, the activation of a social identity, via the process 
of depersonalization, entails a certain transformation of the identity of self and oth-
ers, although—as suggested above—it seems best not to think of such transforma-
tion as a shift between different levels, but rather as a graded modification along a 
continuum.

In sum, according to the theory of self-categorization, being ‘one of us’ is a mat-
ter of apprehending oneself and others as relatively uniform and homogeneous. 
Such homogeneity is not a mere abstraction. It is experienced from within, and it 
can be further specified in terms of the perceived interchangeability amongst group 
members with respect to relevant attributes. Perceived interchangeability, in turn, is 
grounded in an apprehension of oneself and others as more or less optimal exem-
plifications of a relevant in-group prototype, rather than as unique and idiosyncratic 
individuals.

Similar ideas can be found in classical and contemporary phenomenological 
contributions on the we. Although social homogeneity and interchangeability are 
famously emphasized in Heidegger’s description of “the One [das Man]” (Hei-
degger, 2001, p. 164; see also Gurwitsch, 1979, p. 130), consider Gerda Walther’s 
less well-known distinction between the “public or social person” and the “private 
person” (Walther, 1923, p. 105; see also Stein, 2000, pp. 134–135). The “public 
person” encompasses for Walther experiences and actions in which “the subject no 
longer lives as “itself,” […] but rather as a “representative” of the community, “in its 
name,” it considers itself only as a point of actualization and passage of that other, 
here the community, in whose name it experiences, as its “mouthpiece”” (Walther, 
1923, p. 104. My translation).10 Walther’s examples suggest that she thinks of the 
public person in terms of relatively stable and recognized social roles (such as being 
a policeman or being a judge), which is not exactly how self-categorization theory 
conceptualizes the highly labile social identities (see, however, Hogg, 2001, p. 132). 
Nonetheless, Walther provides an early conceptualization of the distinction—and 

9  Turner et al. consider the disadvantages of the term, but they ultimately stick to it in lack of a better 
alternative (Turner et al., 1987, p. 204). To mark its technical use, I italicize it.
10  Walther takes the notion of “in the name of” from Adolf Reinach, who in his ground-breaking discus-
sion of “social acts” (1989, pp. 158–169) considers the case of performing a social act (e.g. a promise) 
on behalf of, or “in the name of” someone else. The conceptual innovation introduced by Walther is to 
apply this element of Reinach’s analysis of social acts to the relationship between individual and com-
munity.
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possible tensions (1923, p. 105)—between two aspects of self-identity, one linked to 
the uniqueness of the individual and the other to the individual’s perceived belong-
ingness to social groups—which is, after all, a core tenet of the theory of self-cate-
gorization. In different ways, both Walther’s notion of the “public person” and Hei-
degger’s notion of “the One” suggest an understanding of the we as a form of being 
together in the public domain, be it in the name of a community that one is part of 
or amongst others “from whom, for the most part, one does not distinguish oneself” 
(Heidegger, 2001, p. 154).

According to one prominent contemporary phenomenological approach informed 
by self-categorization theory, the adoption of a first-person plural perspective 
requires a downplaying of interpersonal differences and the elicitation of some 
degree of “social uniformity” (Zahavi, 2019, p. 256). Although such uniform-
ity is ultimately anchored in each experiencing subject, one guiding idea of this 
approach is that via socially mediated forms of self-apprehension, the radical differ-
ence between self and other can be downplayed, thereby allowing for some integra-
tion and unification. By taking and internalizing another’s perspective on oneself, 
one can undergo a process of self-transformation (2019, p. 255)—also referred to 
as “self-alienation” (cf. Husserl, 1973c, p. 634)—, apprehend oneself as like the 
other and see oneself as “one of us” (Zahavi, 2014, p. 247). It should be noted that 
self-categorization theory was developed as an alternative to social-psychologi-
cal approaches that foreground the role of interpersonal interaction and attraction 
between individuals in the elicitation of group cohesion (Turner et  al., 1987, ch. 
5). Nonetheless, there would be a convergence between depersonalization and the 
Husserlian idea of self-alienation, insofar as both are taken to elicit some degree of 
social uniformity (Zahavi, 2019, p. 256).11

4  We‑identities beyond self‑categorization theory

The main issue to be discussed in the rest of this paper concerns the scope of 
applicability of the approach to we-identities offered by self-categorization theory. 
Turner and colleagues are quite unequivocal in their endorsement of the claim that 
“depersonalization of self-perception is the basic process underlying group phenom-
ena” (1987, p. 50, 1994, pp. 455, 460). Since self-categorization typically focuses 
on large-scale groups—such as cultural groups, nations, etc.—, in which members 

11  How exactly one should think of the relationship between depersonalization and the Husserlian 
notion of “self-alienation” is not a question that has received much attention in the extant literature. Even 
though, concerning the elicited “social uniformity”, Dan Zahavi comments that “[t]he similarity to Hus-
serl’s proposal should be obvious” (2019, p. 256), the picture seems to get more complex in light of 
Turner et  al.’s suggestion that in self-categorization theory “the perceiver appraises self in relation to 
others, not from the perspective of others” (1994, p. 460. My emphasis). In Section 5, I will consider to 
what extent something like the Husserlian “self-alienation” might play a role in close personal relation-
ships, independently of my present point that both “self-alienation” and depersonalization are supposed 
to elicit social uniformity and similarity.



1 3

Being one of us: we-identities and self-categorization theory  

don’t have to know one another, one might think that the theory is not intended to be 
applicable to small-scale groups, such as, say, groups of friends or close relatives.

It is quite tempting indeed to rely on a rough-and-ready distinction between 
small-scale and large-scale groups, based perhaps on paradigmatic examples of each 
category. This is not, however, an assumption taken for granted by Turner and co-
authors, who explicitly seek to circumvent the difficulty of how to provide a rigor-
ous distinction between small and large groups (1987, pp. 103, 99) by proposing 
that “a collection of individuals- and there is no theoretical restriction on number 
- becomes a group to the extent that it acts in terms of a shared ingroup category” 
(Turner et al., 1987, p. 103 my emphasis).12 As Hogg clarifies, “[t]he point here is 
not that group size has no effect on the group, but that the definition of what consti-
tutes a psychological group should not depend on group size” (1992, p. 66).13 These 
bold statements are plausibly related to the ambition of self-categorization theory 
to provide an answer to the general question of “how individuals are able to act as a 
group at all” (Turner et al., 1987, p. 42).

Independently of the merits that the approach provided by self-categorization the-
ory has for the investigation of some we-identities, I will argue that there is a range 
of familiar and significant we-identities that don’t fall under the category of social 
identities. These are the we-identities that arise in the context of close personal 
relationships and intimacy groups, paradigmatically exemplified by long-standing 
romantic partnerships and friendships. On behalf of self-categorization theory, one 
might of course point out here that close relationships like these should be located 
in the domain of personal identity, and not of social identity (Hogg, 2001, p. 133). 
If so, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that the process of depersonalization is not 
applicable to them. This reply might be convincing within the limits of the self-
categorization theory, at least to some extent.14

But it is much less convincing from the perspective of an overarching investiga-
tion of the we, such as the one pursued in some strands of contemporary phenom-
enology. Recall that contemporary phenomenological research on the we has what 
I called in Section 3 a broad scope. It is framed as an investigation of the we, and 
not of a (particular type of) we. However, in light of this broad scope, a certain 

12  See also: “five individuals in a room have just as much become a group […] if they are behaving in 
terms of a large-scale category membership they share (such as race, sex, or religion) as if in terms of an 
emergent group whose norms and defining features are unique to that specific collection of five people (a 
friendship group, an experimental decision-making group, etc.). Psychological group formation is based 
on self-categorization in terms of the relevant category (whether small, ad hoc, face-to-face, short-lived 
experimental group or large-scale, widely dispersed, culturally produced social category)” (Turner et al., 
1987, p. 103).
13  In fact, from the perspective of self-categorization theory, two individuals (or even just one) may act 
as a group if their identity is defined in terms of a larger collective (Hogg, 2006, p. 117).
14  In the past few decades, there has been an ongoing debate in social psychology on whether it is 
appropriate to supplement the taxonomy of personal identity and social identity with a third category 
of self-representation, which captures the self in relation to significant others. Some researchers call it 
“relational identity” or the “relational self” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Chen et al., 2011). One open ques-
tion (beyond the scope of the present paper) for those sympathetic to this idea is how to understand the 
relationship between the “three selves” (individual, relational, and collective): are they supposed to be 
“partners, opponents, or strangers” (Sedikides & Brewer, 2001, p. 1)?
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discrepancy emerges. For there doesn’t seem to be any principled reason to prior-
itize we-identities characterized by perceived homogeneity, interchangeability, and 
prototypicality over we-identities that presumably lack these features. Quite to the 
contrary, given the central role that close relationships play in the process of sociali-
zation throughout the life-span and their documented importance for human flour-
ishing and well-being (e.g. Dunbar, 2018), one might think that things are the other 
way around. Relatedly, there is no principled reason to locate the we only under the 
heading of social identities, and thereby disregard the way in which the first-per-
son plural perspective is related to aspects of personal identity. In discussing close 
relationships and their connection with the first-person plural perspective, I aim to 
redress the imbalance generated by a too narrow focus on only one subdomain of 
we-identities.15

Close relationships haven’t figured prominently in discussions about the we, 
although it is not uncommon to find examples of collective intentionality that 
involve friends (e.g. Kutz, 2000, p. 7), romantic partners (e.g. Tollefsen, 2015, p. 
47), and close relatives (e.g. Gilbert, 2013, p. 78; Zahavi, 2014, p. 243). The situa-
tion is different in moral philosophy, where close relationships have played a central 
role in discussions about associative duties and the “puzzle of partiality”, i.e. how 
to reconcile the partial or preferential treatments of intimates with the impartialist 
demands of morality (see, e.g. Keller, 2013). Gathering ideas from the literature in 
moral philosophy, I will extract a characterization of close relationships that I will 
put into use in an argument to the effect that the depersonalization process—with its 
homogenizing and levelling-down character— is not necessary for the elicitation of 
a we-identity.

What is a close personal relationship? To start with, it seems appropriate to dis-
tinguish between the properties of standing in a relation to another person and hav-
ing a relationship with him or her (Scheffler, 2010, p. 59). While two persons may 
stand in some relation to each another because of sharing a common feature (such 
as having the same hair colour), the requirements that have to be in place for them to 
have a relationship with one another are arguably more stringent. A close relationship 
(involving, at a minimum, two persons) can be characterized in terms of the following 
features. In the first place, it is marked by a robust concern to promote another per-
son’s interests and well-being.16 This is part of the differential treatment that comes 
with being in a close relationship with someone. Robustness has at least two aspects. 
First and foremost, since they build on historical patterns of interaction between par-
ticular individuals, close relationships don’t persist across changes of membership: 
“[r]elationships are individuated by the identities of their participants; they cannot 

15  To be clear, my point is not that self-categorization theory is not useful for the investigation of the 
we, but rather that the unqualified reliance on that theory encourages and reinforces the discrepancy 
between the broad scope of phenomenological research on the we and the narrow focus on only one sub-
domain of it.
16  The present characterization focuses on non-antagonistic and relatively harmonious close relation-
ships. For this reason, I leave aside the possibility of close relationships marked by an intimate hating 
or a robust concern with an antagonistic character. Thanks to one anonymous reviewer for pressing this 
point.
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survive substitution of their participants” (Kolodny, 2003, p. 148). Robustness also 
means that the concern at stake should be sufficiently long and motivationally strong 
(cf. Brogaard, 2021, p. 38).17 Secondly, a close relationship is not instrumental, in the 
sense that the robust concern one has for another is not part of a transactional interac-
tion. It happens for the other’s sake, and not primarily as a medium or instrument to 
achieve something else.

In the third place, such robust and non-instrumental concern is typically recipro-
cal, in that it involves patterns of interlocking attitudes. This distinguishes the close-
ness of a friendship or a romantic partnership—it seems hard to be someone’s friend 
or partner without the other person being one’s friend or partner (cf. Alfano, 2016, 
p. 187)—from possible cases of unilateral robust concern for someone else.18 Reci-
procity also opens the way for building the bonds of mutual trust. Fourthly, close 
relationships involve emotional vulnerabilities to one another, in the sense that how 
the other fares has an impact on how one fares affectively (Scheffler, 2022, p. 3). 
That being said, reciprocal robust concern with emotional vulnerabilities might be 
present in the relationship of, suppose, two psychoanalysts who analyse each other 
(cf. Reiman, 1976, p. 33). Yet, the more is their relationship only professional, the 
more it seems plausible to assume that the concern for each other might come to an 
end when the therapy finishes. For this reason, it seems relevant to highlight a fifth 
feature of close relationships, their open-endedness. Such relationships extend “over 
the course of an indefinite period (at the limit, over the course of a life)” (Westlund, 
2008, p. 558). Finally, these different features must be common knowledge for the 
involved persons (Alfano, 2016, p. 188; Brogaard, 2021, p. 39).19

There surely is some degree of stipulation in how to draw the boundary between 
close relationships and other varieties of social relationships. The limit between 
close and not-so-close relationships is admittedly fuzzy, since closeness is, of 
course, a matter of degree. My claim is not that the just sketched characterization 
can find universal approval, but rather that it is sufficient to identify a central and 
familiar range of cases. This would explain why similar characterizations have got-
ten traction in discussions in moral philosophy. Note, also, that the provided char-
acterization, which builds on the evaluative notion of concern, focuses on what one 
might call the normative profile of close relationships. On a broader picture, this 
normative profile would have to be supplemented with the cognitive profile of close 

17  As suggested by Brogaard, closeness doesn’t require to know each and every interest of the other 
person. This would be an implausible requirement. For this reason, it is useful to distinguish between a 
de re concern and a de dicto concern, and point out that closeness involves a de dicto concern to promote 
another person’s interests (whatever they are) (see Brogaard, 2021, p. 38). Note that my characterization 
differs from Brogaard’s, since I operate with the notion of concern, instead of desire.
18  Thus, on the current view, a benefactor who has a unilateral robust concern to promote the interests 
of person A is not in a close relationship with A. Closeness might be diminished if there is no reciprocity 
(one might think here of some parent-child relationships, or close relationships with disabled persons) 
(Brogaard, 2021, p. 39).
19  The inclusion of this common knowledge requirement (understood along the seminal contributions of 
Lewis (2002) and others) indicates that, on the present view, close relationships are relatively demanding 
phenomena, cognitively speaking.
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relationships, focused on the socio-cognitive processes that underpin their establish-
ment and maintenance (more on this in Section 5).

Importantly, on the present view, close relationships don’t have to be restricted to 
dyadic configurations. Thus, for example, a group of three close friends can be cate-
gorized as having a close relationship along the lines suggested above. Suppose that 
Peter, Penny, and Paula are close friends. In light of the above, this means that they 
have a robust, reciprocal, and open-ended concern for one another, which involves 
patterns of emotional vulnerabilities for each other. Moreover, apart from fitting the 
just provided characterization of close relationships, we may suppose that they each 
have a we-identity, as characterized in Section  2. This would mean that they are 
members of the social group that they constitute qua friends. Although they are not 
aware of that membership constantly, they are aware of it occasionally. Their iden-
tity as friends is not imposed from without, but is rather something that they each 
endorse. Such endorsement is affectively salient, not only when things go well, but 
also if, say, they have had a minor fight.

The important point for what follows is that close relationships involve patterns 
of socio-cognitive and affective interdependence between individuals, who tend 
to experience themselves as ‘one of us’, and yet tend to grasp themselves and one 
another as unique and non-substitutable. To put it differently, being ‘one of us’ in 
the context of a close relationship doesn’t seem to be a matter of apprehending one-
self and others as relatively homogeneous and interchangeable. So there seems to 
be a prima facie tension between the feature of non-substitutability of membership, 
characteristic of close relationships, and the process of depersonalization that self-
categorization theory posits at the origin of social identity. 20 To relate to someone 
as an intimate or close other is not to relate to him or her—first and foremost at 
least—as an instance of a relevant in-group prototype. Were one to do so, it would 
be quite reasonable to question whether the relationship was close in the first place. 
However, according to self-categorization theory and contemporary phenomenolog-
ical work on the we fuelled by it, perceived social uniformity and prototypicality are 
critical for the elicitation of a we-identity.

In order to see that the above-mentioned tension is not merely apparent, I should 
clarify that the point under dispute is not that close others may grasp themselves and 
others as similar in some respects. In one way, that is trivially true, since close oth-
ers will have some features in common. But the mere presence of interpersonal simi-
larities wouldn’t suffice to vindicate the applicability of self-categorization theory 
to close relationships. The issue at stake doesn’t concern the presence of interper-
sonal similarities, but the psychological mechanism(s) behind social cohesion and 
integration. Importantly, that the depersonalization process is not applicable here 
need not mean that close others may not eventually understand one another in terms 

20  The patterns of interdependence between close others are also reflected in the persistency conditions 
of the groups that they come to constitute. While some groups persist across changes of individual mem-
bers, other groups don’t satisfy this condition. As Husserl writes: “a marriage ceases to exist when one 
of the spouses dies, and it is not the same marriage if the other spouse re-marries. The same applies to 
friendship. Things are different if a circle of friends loses members and takes in new members, and we 
talk about the same circle of friends” (Husserl, 1973a, p. 101. My translation).
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of suitable prototypes. Apart from culturally determined prototypes (e.g. the set of 
attributes associated with being a ‘good friend’), one might also think of ad hoc, 
group-specific prototypes,21 for example in contexts where there is some in-group 
– out-group demarcation.

To exemplify, suppose that the three friends are having a picnic in a park. Sud-
denly, a stranger with a harassing attitude approaches them. Peter asks the stranger, 
on behalf of the group of friends, to leave them alone. In that situation, it seems 
plausible to assume that Peter behaves under (at least) one group-specific prototype, 
tied to the particular group of friends that he is part of. One should also make room 
for the idea that social identities are typically enabling conditions for the formation 
of close relationships, insofar as an appreciation of interpersonal differences and a 
recognition of the uniqueness of another tend to happen against a background of 
recognized similarities (Hogg, 2001, p. 134).

But it would be quite different to claim that the integration of a group of friends 
depends as such on a tendency towards grasping each other in a prototypical and 
depersonalized manner, or that three friends could not act as a group at all in the 
absence of depersonalization. Such a view would not only clash with recogniz-
ing that close others evaluate one another as non-substitutable. It would also be 
hard to reconcile with research in personality and social psychology that has fore-
grounded the notion of “we-ness” in the investigation of close relationships. “We-
ness” refers to the cognitive, emotional, and behavioural integration that tends to 
happen between intimates (Topcu-Uzer et al., 2020; Reid et al., 2006). For example, 
research on the phenomenon of couple resilience indicates that committed partners 
tend to feel and act “as a we”, when facing challenge and adversity derived from the 
serious illness (e.g. cancer) of one of the partners (Skerrett & Fergus, 2015; Ahmad 
et  al., 2017). This research highlights that the kind of “we-ness” at stake here is 
not about a homogenization of identities, but rather of integrating with one another 
while recognizing each other as different. As Skerrett and Fergus put it, “the more 
individuated or differentiated the ‘I’ is, the more flexible and adaptive the ‘we’ will 
be” (Skerrett & Fergus, 2015, p. 25). In this sense, we-ness involves an appreciation 
of complementarity and difference, since each party contributes to the relationship 
in a different way: “it is key for each partner to realize that each other’s differences 
also contribute to the we-ness” (Reid et al., 2006, p. 247).

5  Personalized we‑identities

The idea that the we-identities characteristic of close relationships are not enabled 
by a process of depersonalization might not sound as particularly controversial. 
Spelling it out in some detail seems important, though, in light of the entrenched 
tendency to think of the we or first-person plural in terms of social homogeneity 
and uniformity. In the context of close relationships, we-ness (which one can take 
as a proxy for a we-identity) arises and is consolidated via processes of increasing 

21  See footnote 9 above.
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‘personalization’, through which individuals develop patterns of interdependence 
and integration with significant others.

Such processes have been investigated in personality and social psychology for 
quite some time. In spite of their differences, models such as the self-expansion the-
ory (Aron et al., 1991, 2013), attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1989; Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2016), and interdependence theory (Agnew et  al., 1998) concur in focus-
ing on the role of various ‘personalizing’ psychological processes that are taken 
to be responsible for interpersonal integration. Yet, much like self-categorization 
theory, the underlying picture of social cognition that these models operate with is 
one according to which interpersonal integration with significant others should be 
ultimately located in the domain of internal representations (see, e.g. Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2016, p. 67; Agnew et al., 1998, p. 952).

A somewhat related tendency to construe personalizing processes as internal or 
self-directed can be discerned in approaches that identify a crucial feature of close rela-
tionships in the internalization of another’s perspective on oneself. It is hard to disa-
gree with Cocking and Matthews when they comment that “through extensive shared 
experience, one comes to see aspects of the world (and of oneself) through the eyes of 
one’s friend” (Cocking & Matthews, 2000, p. 223). This is a familiar feature of close 
friendships and, more generally, close relationships. By seeing themselves and the 
world ‘through’ the eyes of the other, close others can modulate their interactions and 
thereby prevent that a too strong assertion of their individuality might erode the cohe-
sion of their relationship.22 But should we also say that ‘seeing oneself through the eyes 
of another’ is a necessary condition for interpersonal integration in the context of close 
relationships? The notion of “self-alienation”, referenced in Section 3, could be inter-
preted as gesturing towards a positive answer to this question.23 Recall the guiding idea: 
by ‘seeing oneself through the eyes of another’ the distance between self and other can 
be decreased and one can come to see oneself as ‘one of us’ (Zahavi, 2015a, p. 94).

Now, I take it as uncontroversial that ‘seeing oneself through the eyes of another’ 
is a metaphorical expression, since it is not actually possible for someone to occupy 
another’s first-person singular perspective and be experientially directed to something 
through that perspective. Moreover, there seems to be conceptual space to interpret 
the notion of ‘seeing’ in a broad sense. True, one can see oneself as, suppose, appro-
priately dressed for a party by perceiving the approving glance of one’s partner before 
leaving for the party. But ‘seeing’ can also be interpreted as covering other forms of 
appraisal and evaluation (such that, for example, one can see oneself through the eyes 
of a friend by, suppose, reading a birthday card in which he tells about the positive 
character traits that he cherishes in oneself). In any case, the important point is that 
what the metaphor of ‘seeing oneself through the eyes of another’ actually boils down 
to is a process of taking and internalizing someone else’s perspective on oneself. Such 

22  Thanks to one anonymous reviewer for inviting me to elaborate on this point.
23  At the end of Section 3, I mentioned that there is a convergence between the Husserlian notion of 
“self-alienation” and the process of depersonalization, insofar as both are supposed to elicit some degree 
of social uniformity. The point that I am considering here is whether one could take “self-alienation” to 
be an enabling condition of interpersonal integration in close relationships, insofar as it allows for an 
interpersonally mediated consciousness of oneself.
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form of seeing requires that “I experience and internalize the other’s perspective on 
myself” and that “I take over the apprehension that others have of me” (Zahavi, 2019, 
p. 255, 2015a, pp. 94, 98). This is a process of (at least) second-order perspective-
taking—also referred to as “a type of reflection that is intersubjectively mediated” or 
“iterative empathy” (Zahavi, 2005, p. 94, 2014, p. 236)—, since it amounts to taking 
someone else’s perspective on one’s own perspective.

There is little doubt that perspective-taking can happen in close relationships, pro-
vided that the involved parties have the required capabilities. For example, it seems 
quite commonplace for close others to entertain thoughts about the other’s thoughts 
about themselves (e.g. Vorauer, 2012, p. 264). But is a form of higher-order per-
spective-taking a necessary condition for interpersonal integration and personalized 
we-identities? I believe that there is a more basic story to be told about how patterns 
of interpersonal integration in close relationships lead to the development of we-
identities.24 Ultimately, this more basic story invites to abandon the assumption that 
interpersonal integration happens primarily in foro interno, by means of perspec-
tive-taking and the internalization of another’s perspective on oneself. It suggests 
instead that interpersonal integration involves the development of relational identi-
ties, arising from pre-reflective and affective processes through which the identities 
of close others become increasingly intertwined and the boundaries between them 
increasingly permeable.25

Perhaps one of the most significant indications of such permeability comes from 
consideration of the phenomenon of grief following the death of a long-standing 
and beloved life partner. As Thomas Fuchs points out, “[l]ike hardly any other psy-
chic phenomenon, grief discloses the fact that as human beings we are fundamen-
tally related to, and in need of others, that indeed our self is permeable and open to 
them” (2018, p. 48). Many first-person reports of profound grief disclose not only 
the outstanding affective significance that the deceased had for the bereaved person. 
They also indicate the affective salience attached to being ‘one of us’, since part of 
what is lost—or radically reconfigured (see Cholbi, 2019)—is the relationship with 
the other and the shared sense of an identity with him or her. This becomes par-
ticularly clear in grief reports that are partly articulated with the first-person plural 

24  Note, moreover, that it is quite dubious that higher-order perspective-taking is a sufficient condition 
for interpersonal integration. This is nicely illustrated by Richard Moran in his recent discussion of a 
scene from George Elliot’s Middlemarch. Moran discusses a scene in which the marriage of Dorothea 
Brooke and Mr. Casaubon “is disintegrating from the limited intimacy that characterized it before to a 
settled mutual alienation” (Moran, 2018, p. 169). In a face-to-face interaction with his wife, Mr. Casau-
bon seeks to withhold from Dorothea some information about his illness, while at the same time being 
quite sure that she has had access to this information from a third party, and that she knows that he 
knows that she has had access to that information. In this situation, even though Casaubon exercises 
a capacity for higher-order-perspective taking (we might say that the ill Casaubon is seeing himself 
through Dorothea’s evaluative eyes), the outcome of the situation is clearly not interpersonal integration, 
but rather, as Moran notes, “failed mutuality” (2018, p. 169).
25  I borrow the term ‘relational identities’ from Brewer and Gardner (1996), who use it (differently from 
me) as a specific level of (internal) self-representation (see footnote 5 above). Moreover, I should note 
that the notion of permeability that I use in the present context is intended to reference the fluid bounda-
ries of interpersonal concern that intimates have for one another. As such, it shouldn’t be conflated with 
the idea of a fusion of streams of consciousness.
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pronoun.26 Moreover, a recurrent theme in first-person reports of grief is its self-
involving character, indicated by the experience of a “contraction” or “partial loss of 
self”, often compared with an amputation (Fuchs, 2018, pp. 48, 46; Ratcliffe, 2023, 
pp. 56–73). For my present purposes, what matters is that grief testifies for the affec-
tive salience of the we-identities that arise in the context of close relationships, and 
for the extent to which patterns of interpersonal integration in such relationships put 
pressure on a neat demarcation between the identities of intimates.

My suggestion is that to properly account for the permeable boundaries between 
self and other in the context close relationships and for how such permeability is tied to 
the development of personalized we-identities we have to move beyond the approaches 
to interpersonal integration mentioned above. Such approaches either locate interper-
sonal integration in the domain of internal representations or else take it to be enabled 
by a form of reflective or higher-order perspective-taking that enriches and socially 
modulates what are, at bottom, self-standing and self-reliant individual identities. In 
the remainder of this section, I would like to sketch an alternative, externalist approach 
to interpersonal integration in close relationships, by bringing together resources from 
classical phenomenology and recent discussions about the socially extended mind. 
Consider the following Husserlian description of marriage and friendship:

Two human beings who build a life unity, not two lives next to each other, but two 
human beings, two persons, who each live his or her life and nonetheless partici-
pate in the life of the other, a co-living, a living on one’s own that is united with 
the other’s life, encompassing it and being encompassed by it. For the ego the 
other is not only someone [ein Jemand] who is represented in an indeterminate 
way as a subject of consciousness […]. The whole life of the other “belongs” also 
to my life, and mine to his or hers. The principle of this most intimate unity is to 
be determined, this most intimate unity of the two-ness [Zweieinigkeit] ist to be 
described in more detail. (Husserl, 1973b, p. 219. My translation)

Husserl suggests that the “intimate unity” of the “two-ness” involves both a 
tight integration and a preservation of difference. Unsurprisingly, such kind of 
unity goes beyond two persons who merely live their lives in parallel (“next to 
each other”). It refers rather to a wide-ranging co-participation in each other’s life, 
which, however, doesn’t erase the fact that each one lives his or her own life.27 
One might worry that the Husserlian description is less about actual relationships 

26  Consider the following examples: “I am grieving not only him, but the loss of our life together, past, 
and future. (#17)”; “Losing my husband meant losing the future I thought I had, the everyday routine 
that we had, the security I felt and the deep love that we shared. (#41)” (quoted in Ratcliffe, 2023, p. 159 
My emphasis). My present comments on grief go rather quickly over complex issues in grief research, to 
which I hope to come back in future work.
27  A similar idea is expressed by Merleau-Ponty: “To love is inevitably to enter into an undivided situ-
ation with another. […] One is not what one would be without that love; the perspectives remain sepa-
rate—and yet they overlap.” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964, p. 155). See also Binswanger’s description of the 
interplay between (dyadic) togetherness and loneliness, in the context of the “dual we-ness” of the “lov-
ing being-with-one-another”: “The larger the reality of dyadic togetherness [Zweisamkeit], the greater 
the possibility of loneliness [Einsamkeit], and the larger the reality of loneliness, the greater the possibil-
ity of dyadic togetherness” (Binswanger, 1993, p. 118. My translation).
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of marriage and friendship, and more about a normative and culture-specific ideal 
that (some) people might have about them. One way to go about this worry is to 
recognize that interpersonal integration in close relationships, like marriage and 
friendship, is indeed strongly shaped by cultural norms, and yet point out that this 
doesn’t mean that the description doesn’t capture an occurring social phenom-
enon (which, of course, need not be universal). Although Husserl doesn’t elabo-
rate much on the structure of the Zweieinigkeit, I suggest that discussions about 
the socially extended mind help to shed light on it. My discussion of the socially 
extended mind in the present context is intended to suggest an alternative theo-
retical framework to account for the personalized we-identities characteristic of 
close relationships. More specifically, work on the extended mind can help us to 
revise too individualistic assumptions about the boundaries of personhood, which 
may stand on the way for a proper understanding of the we-identities of close 
relationships.

The idea that the boundaries of the mind are not the skin and the skull has been 
around for some time, and it continues to attract attention and undergo new devel-
opments (see Gallagher, 2018 for a review). One recent focus of interest moves 
beyond the extension of various types of mental states (such as beliefs and emo-
tions) across an agent and its environment and homes in on the idea that a self or 
person may extend into its environment (Heersmink, 2020). While explorations of 
the notions of extended selfhood or personhood have mostly focused on extension to 
artifacts—such as notebooks, smart phones, etc.—less attention has been paid to the 
idea that the identity of a person may (occasionally) extend into the identity of other 
persons. However, in light of the criteria for extension endorsed by authors who 
favour a “second wave” or integrationist approach to the extended mind (e.g. Sut-
ton, 2010; Heersmink, 2015), some interesting resemblances emerge with the Hus-
serlian description and the characterization of close relationships provided above. 
For the kind of tight coupling characteristic of close relationships and hinted at by 
Husserl resonates well with several dimensional criteria that have been proposed for 
a “coupled system” to approach the level of full-blown extension—such as, e.g., the 
presence of individualizing, reciprocal, enduring, and reliable pathways of influence 
(Heersmink, 2015, pp. 583–592).

Consider the notion of individualization, which has been typically used for refer-
ring to the process through which the properties of some cognitive artifacts (such 
as books, laptops, etc.) are adjusted and fine-tuned in such a way that they respond 
to the specific needs of a particular user who is tightly coupled to them (Sterelny, 
2010, p. 475; Heersmink, 2015, p. 590). Analogously, two persons can individu-
alize each other through historical and affectively laden patterns of interaction—a 
process that might have its roots in early ontogenesis (Greenwood, 2015, p. 646). 
This doesn’t mean that they have to treat one another instrumentally, merely as a 
suitable resource, but rather that they become distinctively sensitive to the other’s 
particularities, skills, and capabilities, in such a way that they become less and less 
substitutable for one another. When the process of individualization is properly 
mutual, one might even talk of an “entrenchment” (Sterelny, 2010, p. 475) of identi-
ties. The process of entrenchment or mutual individualization is affectively charged 
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in a distinctive way, since an individualized other is not merely one person amongst 
others, but rather one who has an outstanding affective salience.

Although individualizing pathways of influence are only one dimensional criterion of 
extension in recent integrationist construals of the extended mind, consideration of this 
criterion already suggests what the socially extended mind can bring to the investigation 
of interpersonal integration in the context of close relationships. Moving beyond the para-
digm of a homogenizing self-apprehension enabled by social interactions, interpersonal 
integration in close relationships can be conceptualized as an extension of the bounda-
ries of personhood. This extension concerns, in basic cases, two persons who mutually 
incorporate aspects of their particular socio-cognitive and affective profiles in the context 
of habitualized patterns of interaction in a certain environment. The result is a tight inter-
dependence between agents who relate to (and rely on) one another as different and indi-
vidualized, and yet, at the same time, as unified in the larger whole of their relationship.

We can suppose, moreover, that this form of social extension is dramatically dis-
rupted when one of the involved parties dies or isn’t present anymore. In such a case, 
the breakdown of interpersonal integration brings to the fore the affective salience of 
the missing other, but also of the corresponding we-identity and the sense of being 
‘one of us’. The socially extended mind allows us to take at face value characteri-
zations of grief as a contraction of the self, for it seems plausible to assume that a 
contracted self upon bereavement was affectively expanded or extended towards a 
significant other and a (particular) shared world in the first place. To be sure, my 
comments on the individualization criterion shouldn’t suggest that there is strict iso-
morphism between dimensions of extension and the features of close relationships 
discussed earlier, but rather that the former can illuminate the latter.

In a recent paper, Joshua Skorburg has argued that vindicating the integrationist 
approach to the extended mind requires a shift away from the dominant “agent-artifact par-
adigm” to an “agent-agent paradigm”, exemplified by research on close relationships. He 
reasons that “other agents are more likely than (many) artifacts to exhibit the required kind 
of time sensitive, reliable, and reciprocal influence” (Skorburg, 2017, p. 472). While I fully 
agree with Skorburg’s point, I suggest that the converse proposal is equally worth pursu-
ing. To better understand close relationships and, in particular, the we-identities character-
istic of them, we can profitably make use of the tools offered by research on the socially 
extended mind, in tandem with resources from classical phenomenology.

The well-known research on “transactive memory systems”, originally proposed 
in the context of research on intimate groups (Wegner et al., 1991; see Barnier et al., 
2018), helps to buttress this point. This research indicates that long-term and cohe-
sive romantic couples tend to develop processes of strong cognitive interdepend-
ence, including dynamic patterns of memory encoding and retrieval, in such a way 
that no individual member can recall in isolation what they can jointly remember.28 

28  As suggested by Tollefsen (2006, p. 145), this indicates that joint remembering in the context of 
transactive memory systems cannot be properly located ‘inside’ the minds of the individual agents, inso-
far as it emerges from their dynamic communicative interaction. This lends support to the idea that some 
processes of joint remembering are socially extended (and puts pressure on alternative, internalist expla-
nations).



1 3

Being one of us: we-identities and self-categorization theory  

As much as self-identity over time is partly dependent on recalling, organizing, 
and giving coherence to past events of one’s life (Schechtman, 1996), research on 
transactive memory systems indicates that those can also be socially extended pro-
cesses. Via processes of social extension of their identities, close others can inte-
grate with one another into a larger systemic whole—marked linguistically with the 
‘we’ pronoun—that they sustain and to which each contributes in a different way. 
At the same time, it is worth underlying that these contributions may be unequally 
distributed in the context of close relationships, given the possibility of unfairness 
and exploitation in the sharing of the cognitive burdens related to transactive social 
memory. More generally, it is important to highlight that personalized we-identities 
may be tied not only to positive sentiments of togetherness and unification, but also 
to feelings of exposure and vulnerability to significant others.

6  Concluding remarks

The approach outlined in the previous section suggests that one promising way 
to investigate the we-identities of close-personal relationships is by synthesizing 
resources from classical phenomenology with the tools offered by research on the 
socially extended mind. This would not only allow to fill the gap of close relation-
ships in current phenomenological literature on the we. It would also allow us to 
move beyond the paradigm offered by self-categorization theory, and the assump-
tion that the we has to be thought of in terms of social uniformity and in-group pro-
totypicality. The reason is that socially extended identities require for their stability 
interpersonal heterogeneity and complementarity, which are at odds with a levelling 
down of individual differences. If individuals who constitute a socially extended sys-
tem were to level down the differences between them, the system would most likely 
collapse. From this perspective, the question of how individual differences might be 
downplayed—such that one might come to experience oneself as ‘one of us’—turns 
into the quite different question of how the boundaries of persons might be redrawn 
when they become bounded to one another in the socially extended systems of close 
personal relationships.
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