
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  C O P E N H A G E N
D E P A R T M E N T  O F  C O M M U N I C A T I O N

Center for Subjectivity Research – Faculty of Humanities 

PhD thesis 

Patricia Meindl 

Second-Person Relations and the We. Perspectives 
from Phenomenology and Dialogical Philosophy  

Supervisor: Dan Zahavi  

Date of Submission: January 16th, 2021 



 i 

Supervisor Dan Zahavi 
 Professor of Philosophy, University of Copenhagen 

Professor of Philosophy & Senior Research Fellow, St. Hilda’s College, 
University of Oxford 

 Director of Center for Subjectivity Research (CFS) 
 
Date January 16th, 2021 
 
Grade PhD in Philosophy  
 
Word count 39.532 
  



 ii 

Acknowledgments  

Throughout the past three years, I was very fortunate to receive support from many different 

persons, to whom I would like to express my gratitude.  

 

First of all, I would like to thank my supervisor, Dan Zahavi, for many inspiring discussions, 

for constructive criticism, and his encouragement during the past years. Without his guidance 

and advice, this work would not have come to fruition.  

 

I would also like to thank several other members of the Center for Subjectivity Research (CFS): 

Felipe León, Thomas Szanto, Søren Overgaard and Juan Toro for engaging with my research 

on various different occasions. During my time at CFS I had the opportunity to meet and share 

ideas with many visiting researchers, who make the Center a truly unique place to work. I also 

want to thank Merete Lynnerup and Mette Seistrup for providing administrative assistance 

whenever I needed it.  

 

The global pandemic unfortunately cancelled my plans to visit Sara Heinämaa and her research 

group at the University of Jyväskylä. I am very grateful for her insightful and encouraging 

comments on parts of my thesis, and for giving me the opportunity to present my work to 

participants of the Phenomenology Seminar, held online during Spring 2020.   

 

Finally, I would like to thank my friends of many years, Rebeka and Jenny, for offering comfort 

during the more challenging phases of writing this thesis, and all the new friends I met while 

living in Copenhagen, especially Andrea and Kasper.  

 

Most importantly, I would like to thank my parents, Anna and Rudolf, as well as my 

grandfather, Rudolf, for their unwavering support, inspiration and patience. I would not be 

where I am today, were it not for your trust in me. Finally, I would like to thank my partner, 

Moritz, for reminding me of the important things in life and for keeping me sane during the 

very last stages of writing this thesis. I could not have accomplished this without you.  

 
  



 iii 

Abstract in English 

The phenomenon of the second-person relation has been at the center of various different 

philosophical debates in recent years. Despite this upsurge of interest, however, fundamental 

questions remain yet to be addressed. Although most would agree that relating to another in 

the second person, as a you, is different from relating to another in the third person, there is 

still little consensus as to what such a relation actually amounts to. The aim of this thesis is to 

deepen our understanding of the nature of the second-person relation, and its significance for 

communal life, by drawing on resources that have not received sufficient attention in the 

contemporary debate, primarily classical phenomenology and dialogical philosophy.  

Indeed, what is often neglected in the contemporary debate is the fact that many of the 

issues discussed today in terms of the second-person relation have already been addressed by 

thinkers such as Edmund Husserl, Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas under the heading of 

the ‘I-Thou’ relation. Although Husserl and Buber are often portrayed as pursuing radically 

different philosophical projects, this thesis demonstrates that their thinking converges in 

significant ways on the issue of the I-Thou relation. As I shall demonstrate, a careful analysis 

of their writings on the I-Thou relation provides us not only with novel insights into the 

experiential character of second-person relations; it also allows us to bring into focus a theme 

that is largely absent from contemporary philosophical debates: the relation between the you 

and the we.  

 The thesis comprises four articles. In Article 1, I argue for the idea that second-person 

relations essentially involve reciprocity by critically discussing the exchange between Buber 

and Levinas on precisely this issue. In Article 2, I provide a systematic discussion of Buber’s 

much neglected account of sociality, by considering the ways in which his conception of the I-

Thou relation impacts his thinking on the we. This perspective on Buber’s thought also reveals 

interesting similarities to Husserl and his account of the I-Thou relation. In Article 3, I turn 

towards the theme of communication which plays a central role in both Buber’s and Husserl’s 

conception of the I-Thou relation, but which has only very recently been discussed in the 

contemporary debate. On the basis of Husserl’s writings, I argue that communication is crucial 

for the I-Thou relation because it gives rise to a special kind of intersubjective connectedness. 

In Article 4, I return to the topic of the we to critically discuss, and ultimately reject, Axel 

Honneth’s recently proposed description of the we that challenges a key assumption made 

throughout the thesis: that communal life should not be conceptualized in terms of ‘fusion’, or 

‘oneness’.  
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Resumé på Dansk  

Anden-persons relationen som fænomen har i de seneste år været omdrejningspunktet for en 

række forskellige filosofiske diskussioner. På trods af en forøget interesse i emnet er flere 

grundlæggende spørgsmål forblevet ubesvaret. Selvom de fleste ville være enige i, at det at 

relatere sig til en anden i anden-person, som et du, adskiller sig fra at relatere sig til en anden i 

tredje-person, er der stadig ingen enighed om, hvad sådan en relation faktisk består i. Formålet 

med denne afhandling er at bibringe en dybere forståelse af anden-persons relationens 

beskaffenhed og dets betydning for vores fælles liv, ved at trække på ressourcer der ikke har 

fået tilstrækkelig opmærksomhed i de senere års debat, primært klassisk fænomenologi og 

dialogisk filosofi.  

 Hvad der således ofte overses i den moderne litteratur er, at mange af de spørgsmål om 

anden-persons relationen, der diskuteres i dag, allerede er blevet adresseret af tænkere såsom 

Edmund Husserl, Martin Buber og Emmanuel Levinas under overskriften ’Jeg-Du’ relationen. 

Selvom Husserl og Buber ofte bliver anset for at forfølge radikalt forskellige filosofiske 

projekter, viser denne afhandling, at deres tænkning om Jeg-Du relationen konvergerer på 

væsentlige områder. Jeg vil vise, at en grundig analyse af deres skrifter om Jeg-Du relationen 

ikke kun giver os nye indsigter i anden-persons relationers oplevelsesmæssige karakter, men 

også mulighed for at fokusere på et tema, der stort set er fraværende i kontemporære filosofiske 

debatter: forholdet mellem du’et og vi’et. 

 Afhandlingen består af fire artikler. I artikel 1 argumenterer jeg for idéen om, at anden-

persons relationer essentielt set indebærer gensidighed ved kritisk at diskutere dialogen mellem 

Buber og Levinas omhandlende netop dette emne. I artikel 2 giver jeg en systematisk 

diskussion af Bubers meget oversete fremstilling af socialitet igennem en overvejelse af de 

måder, hvorpå hans opfattelse af Jeg-Du relationen påvirker hans tænkning om vi’et. Dette 

perspektiv på Bubers tanker afslører også interessante ligheder med Husserl og dennes 

beskrivelse af Jeg-Du relationen. I artikel 3 vender jeg mig mod temaet kommunikation, der 

spiller en central rolle i både Bubers og Husserls opfattelse af Jeg-Du relationen, men som først 

for nylig er blevet diskuteret. På baggrund af Husserls skrifter argumenterer jeg for, at 

kommunikation er afgørende for Jeg-Du relationen, fordi den skaber en særlig form for 

intersubjektiv forbundethed. I artikel 4 vender jeg tilbage til vi’et som tema for at diskutere, og 

i sidste ende afvise, Axel Honneths nyligt foreslåede beskrivelse af vi’et, der udfordrer en 

central antagelse i afhandlingen: at det fælles liv ikke skal forstås som en ‘fusion’ eller ‘enhed’. 
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Introduction 

1. The Second-person Relation in Contemporary Philosophy 

The fact that social reality is exceedingly complex and multifaceted is a philosophical insight 

few would deny. The intricacy of the social world, however, is not merely due to the existence 

of social entities of different kinds, such as groups, social norms or institutions; what further 

complicates the picture is the fact that we can and do relate to other subjects, other co-

inhabitants of the social world in manifold ways. In philosophical research it is customary to 

conceptualize these different forms of intersubjective relatedness by appealing to grammatical 

categories. For example, it has become common to speak of the ‘third-person (singular)’ 

perspective to characterize social situations in which one person observes another, relating to 

him or her as a ‘he’ or ‘she’ (or a ‘they’1). In contrast, others can also be perceived in terms of 

a ‘we’, as ‘being one of us’, thereby adopting a ‘first-person (plural)’ perspective. A 

considerable stretch of our social lives, however, is lived from within a relation that has recently 

received renewed attention in contemporary philosophical debates: the relation to another as a 

you, often referred to as the second-person (singular) relation.2  

Indeed, there seems to be a widely shared conviction today that consideration of the 

second-person relation is key in providing novel approaches to long-standing philosophical 

questions. In a special issue on the ‘The Second Person’ Naomi Eilan even speaks of a “You-

turn” (Eilan, 2014) to be observed in various different research domains. One of the most 

 
 

1 The singular ‘they’ is a pronoun often preferred by persons identifying as non-binary.  
2 The qualifier ‘second person’ is sometimes also used in combination with other terms such as ‘engagement’, or 
‘standpoint’. Although these different terms – ‘perspective’, ‘relation’, as well as ‘engagement’ and ‘standpoint’ 
– have different connotations, I follow the convention in the literature and understand these terms as expressing 
an intentional relation one person adopts with regard to another, or a plurality of others. In the following, and 
throughout the entire thesis, I will refer to the second-person singular relation as the second-person relation, 
omitting the ‘singular’.  
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prominent examples of such a turn towards the second person is to be found in moral 

philosophy – a field that has been significantly transformed with Stephen Darwall’s conception 

of “the second-person standpoint” as the source of moral normativity (Darwall, 2006). Apart 

from ethics, and other fields such as philosophy of mind (Heal, 2014; Longworth, 2014; Rödl, 

2014) and psychopathology (Galbusera & Fellin, 2014; Schilbach, 2016; Varga, 2013), the 

second-person relation has been extensively discussed in social cognition research (De Bruin 

et al., 2012; Gallese, 2014; Pauen, 2012; Reddy, 2018; Schilbach, 2010; Schilbach et al., 2013), 

where an increasing number of theorists have come to reject the idea that social understanding 

is based on either a first- or a third-personal grasp of others’ mental states, instead proposing a 

“second-person” approach to social cognition. 

Despite this upsurge of interest in the theme of the second person, it would not be wrong 

to say that the second-person relation has currently the status of a rather “obscure object of 

desire” (Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 2). In their introduction to yet another special issue on this 

topic, Conant and Rödl argue that it becomes increasingly difficult to discern “the presence of 

a corresponding unity of idea animating the various debates proclaiming to advance a second-

personal account of their topic” (Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 2). In particular, they criticize the 

dominance of the word ‘second person’ over a principled reflection on the very idea of the 

second person (Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 8). However, not only is it unclear what an appeal to 

the second person can mean across different disciplines; there is often also disagreement as to 

what a second-person approach amounts to within a given research domain. This is particularly 

evident in the field of social cognition, in which a turn towards the second person has been 

heralded as being especially promising in overcoming certain theoretical impasses. Some 

argue, for example, that a second-person relation requires emotional engagement and 

responsiveness to another person (Schilbach et al., 2013, p. 396), while others claim that 

relating to another in the second person entails a specific openness with which one faces the 
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other (Reddy, 2018, p. 437); yet other social cognition researchers propose that a second-person 

relation is achieved when one understands others based on one’s own experience or 

imagination of this person’s mental states (Pauen, 2012, p. 39; cf. Gallese, 2014). In short, 

theorists of different philosophical subdisciplines agree that the second-person relation 

constitutes a special kind of human encounter, an analysis of which potentially holds the key 

to many philosophical questions; however, there is still a deep-seated disagreement as to what 

such a relation precisely amounts to.  

2. Different Approaches to the Second-person Relation  

An analysis of the existing literature quickly reveals that the topic of the second-person relation 

has been interrogated from at least two distinct perspectives. On the more dominant approach, 

the second-person relation is thematized within the confines of a specific domain, and against 

the background of its defining research question(s), irrespective of the ways in which this 

relation is conceptualized in other fields. The second-person relation, thus, often resembles an 

“analytic device” (Simpson, 2017, p. 454) utilized to approach specific problems in a given 

field. Such a domain-specific thematization has recently been criticized, however, by Conant 

and Rödl, for concealing the (alleged) fact that the various solutions and treatments currently 

proposed in terms of the second person actually stem from a single unified concept, of which 

we still have little understanding. On their account, “there is a single concept unifying its 

various guises in the contemporary literature, and its significance ranges over all fields of 

philosophical reflection” (Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 8). In order to gain an understanding of this 

fundamental concept – indeed to uncover what they call ”the problem of the second person” 

(Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 4) – the authors suggest to scrutinize the idea of the second person 

in each given field of research, ranging from epistemology, to philosophy of mind, ethics, to 
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philosophy of religion and even philosophy of love – informed by the way this idea figures in 

each of these domains (Conant & Rödl, 2014, p. 8).  

 Although I am sympathetic to Conant & Rödl’s attempt to overcome the limitations of 

domain-specific investigations into the second person, it is not clear that their approach is the 

only way to make progress. Indeed, not only is there a danger that by piecing together the 

various ways in which the second person is currently thematized one ends up with an account 

too general to yield any interesting philosophical insights; it is also questionable, whether one 

necessarily needs to commit oneself to the idea that there is one single problem – the problem 

of the second person – that undergirds much of contemporary philosophy.  

 In this thesis, I suggest a different approach to the second person, which circumvents 

these problems but still allows us to reach beyond merely domain-specific investigations. This 

approach starts from the idea that the second-person relation describes – first and foremost – a 

specific kind of intersubjective encounter that is central to human experience. Indeed, it is 

precisely in this way that two major traditions in 20th century philosophy – classical 

phenomenology and dialogical philosophy – have interrogated this topic. Drawing on resources 

provided by these traditions, I maintain, significantly advances our understanding of the 

experiential character of the second-person relation, which has not been sufficiently discussed 

in the contemporary debate. Thus, the main question this thesis seeks to answer is the 

following: What is it for a subject to stand in a second-person relation with another, and how 

does this relation become experientially manifest?  

3. Methodology 

It is a much-neglected fact that many of the issues discussed today in terms of the second-

person relation have already been thematized by philosophers in the 1920’s and 30’s under the 
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heading of the ‘I-Thou’ relation. The I-Thou relation was a debated topic in different traditions, 

not least due to Martin Buber’s highly influential piece Ich und Du, first published in 1923.  

As Buber explains in ‘The History of the Dialogical Principle’, written in 1954, it was 

in response to the event of the First World War that more and more thinkers – often 

independently of each other – thematized the relation unfolding between two subjects in terms 

of an ‘I’ and a ‘you’, rather than a general ‘other’. Buber mentions, for example, the Neo-

Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen (Religion der Vernunft aus den Quellen des Judentums, 

1919), his disciple Franz Rosenzweig (Der Stern der Erlösung, 1921) and the little-known 

Austrian philosopher and schoolteacher Ferdinand Ebner (Das Wort und die Geistigen 

Realitäten, 1921) (Buber, 2002, p. 256f.). As a matter of fact, Buber himself was largely 

unaware of these works when he set out to write Ich und Du, which quickly became one of the 

most influential contributions to what is today known as ‘dialogical philosophy’. Further, 

Buber explicitly highlights the fact that the theme of the I-Thou relation has also been taken up 

by thinkers in the phenomenological tradition. In particular, he acknowledges the contributions 

of Theodor Litt (Individuum und Gemeinschaft, 1924, 1926), Karl Löwith (Das Individuum in 

der Rolle des Mitmenschen, 1928) and Karl Jaspers (Philosophie II, III, 1932).  

Besides those figures explicitly mentioned by Buber, many more phenomenologists of 

this period discussed the ‘I-Thou’ relation in their works. Amongst the lesser-well known 

phenomenologists, one should mention Dietrich von Hildebrand, who offers a detailed 

phenomenological analysis of the “I-Thou contact” (‘Ich-Du Berührung’) in his main work 

Metaphysik der Gemeinschaft (1930). Although entirely fallen into oblivion, the Russian 

philosopher Semyon Frank’s short piece “‘Ich’ und ‘Wir’. Zur Analyse der Gemeinschaft” 

(1929) provides a discussion of the I-Thou relation that bears many notable parallels to Buber’s 

Ich und Du. The theme of the I-Thou relation also figures in the works of more prominent 

phenomenologists. Alfred Schütz, for example, discusses what he calls the “thou-attitude” 
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(‘Dueinstellung’) in his 1932 book Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt. Eine Einleitung in 

die verstehende Soziologie. In fact, as this thesis will show in detail, the I-Thou relation has 

also been discussed by Husserl in a variety of manuscripts, including ‘Gemeingeist I’, a text 

written as early as 1921, and ‘Phänomenologie der Mitteilungsgemeinschaft’ from 1932.  

As this quick overview demonstrates, both dialogical philosophy and phenomenology 

harbor manifold resources in order to interrogate the question, what it is for a subject to relate 

to another as a ‘you’. In this thesis, I will primarily limit my focus on the contributions of the 

two most eminent figures in these traditions – Martin Buber and Edmund Husserl – whose 

philosophical outlook is often considered to be radically opposed to one another (Stawarska, 

2009; Theunissen, 1977). As I demonstrate, these two thinkers converge on the idea that the I-

Thou relation is not simply an analytic device that can be used to approach different 

philosophical questions; or, for that matter, one element amongst many others that can be 

discovered upon an examination of human life. Rather, both thinkers consider the I-Thou 

relation to play a fundamental role in our communal being-together. Engaging with the work 

of both Buber and Husserl, thus, not only satisfies the purpose of outlining a fine-grained 

description of the second-person relation but helps to bring into focus a theme that is hardly 

discussed in the contemporary literature. Indeed, the peculiarity of phenomenological and 

dialogical approaches to the I-Thou relation lies in the fact that they explicitly thematize the 

interrelation between the you and the we, the second person singular and the first person plural. 

Given the recent upsurge of interest in the topic of collective or we-intentionality, drawing on 

the work of both Buber and Husserl can help clarify a foundational issue that has not been 

much discussed: What is the role of second-person relations in the emergence of a we? In short, 

engaging with ideas from phenomenology and dialogical philosophy is not only beneficial in 

explicating the experiential character of second-person relations; it also allows us to investigate 

the neglected issue of how the you is related to the we.  
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4. The Thesis: Questions, Aims and Limitations  

This thesis comprises four different, yet interrelated articles. These articles are motivated by 

the idea that contemporary theorization of second-person relations can significantly profit from 

considering past debates on the I-Thou relation. Rediscovering these hidden resources allows 

us to bring forth a fine-grained description of what it means to relate to another as a you. It is 

important to emphasize, however, that the aim of this thesis is by no means to provide a full 

historical account of the various ways in which the I-Thou relation has been conceptualized in 

the past; nor do I wish to engage in detailed investigations into the complicated relation that 

certainly holds between Buber’s dialogical philosophy and Husserl’s transcendental 

phenomenology. Rather, the primary aim of this thesis is to demonstrate that both Buber’s and 

Husserl’s works, in their own ways, provide interesting descriptive analyses of the second-

person relation and its relevance for communal life, which can significantly enrich the 

contemporary discussion.  

 

The main questions addressed throughout the thesis are as follows:  

• What can the exchange between Buber and Levinas teach us about the role of 

reciprocity in establishing second-person relations? (Article 1)  

• What are the similarities and differences between Buber’s and Husserl’s conceptions 

of the I-Thou relation, and what does this tell us about the interrelation between the you 

and the we? (Article 2)  

• To which extent can Husserl’s conception of the ‘communicative community’ help 

illuminate the role of communication for the I-Thou relation? (Article 3) 

• Does membership in a we presuppose the preservation of difference and plurality, or 

have thinkers such as Buber, Husserl and Levinas underestimated the importance of 

fusion experiences? (Article 4)  
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Article 1 – Buber, Levinas and the I-Thou Relation3  

In the first article of this thesis, co-written with Felipe León and Dan Zahavi, we take issue 

with the fact that the second-person relation has been conceptualized in various different ways 

in contemporary research on social cognition. Although there is a general agreement that 

relating to another as a you is different from relating to another as a he or a she (or a they), it 

has proven difficult to pinpoint precisely what is distinctive about the second-person relation. 

In particular, there seems to be a rather deep-seated disagreement as to whether a second-person 

relation requires reciprocity (e.g. De Bruin et al., 2012; Schilbach et al., 2013), or whether one 

can relate to another as a you unilaterally (e.g. Pauen, 2012; Gallese, 2014; Reddy, 2018).  

We suggest making progress in this debate by analyzing a related, yet largely forgotten 

philosophical discussion between Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas on precisely the issue 

of reciprocity and, what they term, the ‘I-Thou’ relation. Buber’s conception of the I-Thou 

relation, as outlined in I and Thou and other works, is based on the idea that the most 

fundamental encounter between self and other takes place within the I-Thou relation, in which 

both subjects are equal partners and are reciprocally related towards each another (Buber, 

2013). Indeed, what is often overlooked in Buber’s writings, is the fact that he is concerned 

with a theme that is primarily associated with the writings of Levinas: the issue of alterity. 

According to Buber, the I-Thou relation is crucial for human sociality because it is only within 

such a relation that the other’s alterity or otherness is acknowledged.  

On a number of occasions, however, Levinas outlined a range of objections against 

such an account. Contra Buber, he argues that the other’s alterity can only be safeguarded 

 
 

3 Patricia Meindl is the first author of the paper. Together with her co-authors Felipe León and Dan Zahavi she 
has been centrally involved in developing main ideas in the article. Patricia Meindl has primarily developed those 
parts of the paper concerned with Martin Buber’s conception of the I-Thou relation and Emmanuel Levinas’s 
criticism of this conception. 
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within a relation of radical asymmetry: the fundamental relation to the other, Levinas claims, 

is one that does not imply reciprocity, but is one of “subordination to the other” (Levinas, 1994, 

p. 44). Indeed, he goes on to argue that Buber’s conceptualization of the I-Thou relation in 

terms of reciprocity is symptomatic of the (alleged) fact that he describes the relation not from 

within, from the first-person perspective, but from without, from the perspective of an external 

observer (Levinas, 1969, p. 35f.).  

After reconstructing both Buber’s and Levinas’ conception of the I-Thou relation, we 

critically assess the objections Levinas raises against Buber. The first question we engage with 

is the following: Is Levinas right in claiming that the reciprocal character of the I-Thou relation 

can only be established from the perspective of an external observer? In answering this 

question, we refer to the work of phenomenologist Alfred Schutz, who discusses the issue of 

reciprocal engagements in his work on phenomenological sociology (Schutz, 1967). What 

makes Schutz’ work particularly interesting for our purposes is the fact that he provides a fine-

grained phenomenological description of the ways in which reciprocity manifests itself from a 

first-person perspective. There is a salient difference, he argues, between relating to someone 

unilaterally, e.g., watching someone unobserved, and realizing that one’s attention is 

reciprocated. What is distinctive of the latter is the occurrence of a pre-reflective interlocking 

of perspectives, an intersection of streams of consciousness. Based on Schutz’ work, we 

maintain that reciprocity directly affects and modifies one’s experience and, thus, we reject 

Levinas’ argument that emphasizing reciprocity is necessarily incompatible with adopting a 

first-person perspective in describing the I-Thou relation.  

However, as we outline in the latter part of the paper, Levinas could accept this line of 

argumentation and still reject reciprocity on the basis of his idea that reciprocal intersubjective 

relations fundamentally violate the alterity of the other. In alleviating this critique, we suggest 

to carefully distinguish between three concepts that tend to be conflated in Levinas’ writings: 
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reciprocity, symmetry and reversibility. We appeal to the work of feminist philosopher Iris 

Marion Young to defend the idea that reciprocal relations do not necessarily entail a troubling 

form of self-projection, where one imposes one’s own perspective and experiences on the other 

(Young, 1997). Young’s discussion, however, also makes room for a critical view on an aspect 

of Buber’s account not discussed by Levinas: the idea that one can gain an understanding of 

the other’s situation by an imaginative ‘swinging’ into the other’s life situation, i.e., by 

adopting another’s perspective (Buber, 1965, p. 81). We maintain that this element of Buber’s 

thought is far more vulnerable to Levinas’ criticism than his commitment to reciprocity.  

This analysis, we argue, has important implications for the contemporary debate on 

second-person relations. Our discussion of the exchange between Buber and Levinas supports 

not only the view, shared by many contemporary theorists, that reciprocity is a crucial – and 

entirely innocuous – feature of second-person relations. What is more, Levinas’ (and Young’s) 

criticism allow us to reject accounts that seek to define second-person engagements in terms 

of a simulation or replication of another’s experiences (e.g. Pauen, 2012; Gallese, 2014).  

Although the thematic focus of our paper is primarily on the differences between 

Buber’s and Levinas’ conception of the encounter between self and other, we conclude with 

some reflections on the common ground they share. Essentially, we show that Buber’s 

conception of the I-Thou relation and Levinas’s idea of the face-to-face are different 

manifestations of their shared commitment to reject conceptualizations of human sociality in 

terms of fusion or uniformity.  

 

This article contributes with:  

• a renewed reflection on the disagreement between Buber and Levinas, two of the most 

prominent Jewish thinkers of the 20th century, on the issue of the I-Thou relation.  



 11 

• a detailed description of Buber’s conception of the I-Thou relation informed not only 

by his well-known piece I and Thou but also by his more mature works.  

• a demonstration of the idea that exchanges between phenomenologists and 

representatives of the dialogical philosophy can enrich contemporary debates on the 

second-person relation. 

Article 2 – From the Thou to the We: Rediscovering Martin Buber’s Account of 

Communal Experiences  

Across different philosophical disciplines, Martin Buber is most well-known for his work on 

the I-Thou relation (Buber, 2013); indeed, the very term ‘I-Thou relation’ seems inextricably 

linked with Buber’s philosophical thought. Despite – but perhaps also because of – this 

emphasis on the I-Thou relation, many of his other works in social philosophy have largely 

fallen into oblivion, in particular his writings on the ’essential We’ (wesenthaftes Wir) (Buber, 

2002).  

The aim of this article is to correct this picture by drawing attention to the fact that 

Buber’s philosophical thought is by no means limited to the relation unfolding between two 

subjects, an ‘I’ and a ‘Thou’; rather, as a survey of Buber’s more mature works demonstrates, 

he is equally concerned with communal life, particularly with the question of what it means to 

be part of a we. As I demonstrate in the article, however, these two issues – the I-Thou relation 

and the we – are not simply two separate elements in Buber’s philosophy, but are deeply 

interrelated. As Buber argues in his 1938 lecture series ‘What is Man?’, the “We includes the 

Thou potentially”, “[o]nly men who are capable of truly saying Thou to one another can truly 

say We with one another.” (Buber, 2002, p. 208) 

I investigate this idea, first, by closely examining Buber’s conception of the I-Thou 

relation in light of his more mature works. In contrast to his well-known piece I and Thou, 
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which seems to have largely developed in a philosophical vacuum, in the above mentioned 

lecture series Buber significantly advances his account by critically engaging with a key figure 

in the phenomenological tradition, Martin Heidegger. Buber’s discussion of Heidegger, in 

particular his conception of solicitude, reveals an important feature of his conception of the I-

Thou relation: the confrontation with the other’s otherness or particularity. While Heidegger’s 

conception of solicitude, Buber argues, provides only a one-sided and selective relation 

towards the other, which discloses the other only under a particular description or aspect, the 

I-Thou relation (or the essential relation) reveals the other in his or her particularity (Buber, 

2002, p. 201). In fact, it is only when two subjects confront each other in their particularity, 

Buber argues, that a special kind of interpersonal connectedness arises.  

As I shall demonstrate, this idea is key in understanding Buber’s conception of what he 

calls the ‘essential We’ – a concept that remains rather elusive throughout his writings. On the 

basis of other works, such as Question to the Single One (1936), I suggest interpreting Buber’s 

conception of the we as centrally requiring that other group-members are acknowledged in their 

particularity and concreteness. Indeed, Buber gestures towards the idea that members of a we 

see each other not primarily through the lens of a group category but attend to each other in 

their particular being (Buber, 2002, p. 73).   

A focus on Buber’s conception of the we, I argue in the article, brings to light interesting 

parallels with Husserl’s account of the we, as recently discussed, for example by Zahavi 

(Zahavi, 2019). As I demonstrate, both Buber and Husserl are not only committed to the idea 

– contra Heidegger – that the I-Thou relation plays a significant role in establishing a we, a 

proper community; they also share a relevantly similar conception of the I-Thou relation as 

involving reciprocity and communication. Yet, what I want to emphasize is the fact that both 

seem to sketch very different roles for the I-Thou relation in forming a we: While Buber 

highlights the I-Thou relation because it allows we-members to acknowledge individual 
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differences and particularities, Husserl seems to go a different way – at least if we follow 

Zahavi’s recent proposal. On the interpretation he sketches, what is crucial about the I-Thou 

relation is the experience of being attended to by another, of taking up the other’s perspective 

upon oneself, which brings into focus our similarities – a crucial presupposition, he argues, for 

seeing oneself as ‘one of us’, as being part of a we.  

 As I argue in the article, however, these different approaches need not necessarily be 

put into competition. Instead, by surveying recent debates in social psychology I motivate the 

view that both Buber and Husserl describe two distinct forms of group-alignment. While some 

of Husserl’s ideas seem to be in line with self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), I 

argue that Buber’s account shares similarities with the so-called ‘identity-fusion theory’ 

(Swann et al., 2012) – a theory that has not received much attention in the current philosophical 

debate. This argument shows that Buber’s writings on the we cannot simply be discarded as 

naïve fantasy, detached from social reality, as has sometimes been criticized in the literature.  

 

This article contributes with:  

• a systematic consideration of Buber’s conception of the we, which shall correct the 

common tendency to reduce his social philosophy to the conception of the I-Thou 

relation. 

• a comparison of Buber and Husserl concerning the role that the I-Thou relation plays 

in the formation of a we, emphasizing both similarities and differences in their 

respective accounts. 

• a discussion of contemporary theories of group-alignment that breaks with the ‘all-size-

fits-one’ approach of self-categorization theory by explicitly highlighting the recently 

proposed account of identity-fusion theory. 
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Article 3 – Addressing and Being Addressed: Husserl on Communication and the Second 

Person Relation  

As the previous articles have demonstrated, Buber and Husserl share the idea that 

communication is crucial in establishing an I-Thou relation. While Buber puts emphasis on the 

confrontation with otherness, Husserl gestures towards the effects such a confrontation has on 

the self, giving rise to, as Zahavi recently outlined, “interpersonal self-consciousness” (Zahavi, 

2019, p. 255). As I shall demonstrate in this article, however, such an analysis is by no means 

exhaustive of the ways Husserl discusses the issue of communication in the context of the I-

Thou relation. More particularly, I argue that Husserl’s writings on what he calls the 

‘communicative community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft) (Husserl, 1973) can help illuminate an 

issue that has only very recently been highlighted in the contemporary discussion: the idea that 

communication establishes a specific kind of social connectedness between subjects (e.g. Eilan, 

2020, p. 8). As I argue in this article, explicating the kind of connection that arises between 

communicating subjects will critically advance our current understanding of the I-Thou 

relation.  

  I start this article, however, by discussing Margaret Gilbert’s conception of 

communicative acts as establishing – not so much an I-Thou relation – but a we, a proper social 

group (Gilbert, 2011). On her view, already basic communicative exchanges such as greeting 

and being greeted by a stranger in a library (Gilbert’s standard example) give rise to a we, 

which she articulates by appealing to the concept of joint commitments. Essentially, Gilbert 

suggests that in the moment I and the other establish eye contact, nod, perhaps even smile 

towards another we jointly commit to recognize ‘as a body’, i.e. as a unified entity, the fact of 

our co-presence (Gilbert, 2011, p. 276). As Gilbert argues, individuals who form a joint 

commitment of this kind fulfill the conditions of ‘mutual recognition’, by means of which a 

fundamental kind of social group, a we, is established. However, I outline a number of problems 
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connected to this account, and ultimately reject the idea that already basic communicative 

exchanges such as acts of greeting establish a we. 

 In the article, I contrast Gilbert’s account with Husserl’s writings on the 

‘communicative community’, in which he is concerned with a similar question: What happens 

the moment two subjects address each other? Similar to Gilbert, Husserl gestures towards the 

idea that communicative acts establish a specific kind of unification, which he conceptualizes, 

however, in a very different manner. On his account, what is special about communication is 

the fact that it leads to an intentional intertwinement or interlocking of the communicating 

subjects which is characteristic not (yet) of a we, but of the I-Thou relation.  

 Yet, what is it for a subject to be intentionally intertwined with another, indeed as 

Husserl suggests, to be part of an ‘I-Thou community’, a ‘communicative community’? I 

attempt to answer this question by taking up a theme that surfaced already in Gilbert’s 

discussion of communication, and which has recently been discussed in greater detail by Naomi 

Eilan (2020): the idea that the communicative encounter gives rise to relations of ‘recognition’, 

‘confirmation’ or ‘acknowledgment’. After reviewing Eilan’s account in more detail, I seek to 

further advance this claim by taking into account Husserl’s phenomenological description of 

what it is to address and to take up another’s address. Based on Husserl’s analysis, but also 

going beyond it in important respects, I argue for a conception of communicative acts as acts 

in which something significant is done for the other: the act of address opens up space for the 

addressee to exercise independence and autonomy, while the act of uptake confirms to the 

addressor his or her visibility to others, indeed his or her capacity to have an effect on others. 

With this analysis, I conclude, we reach a much more substantial understanding of what it is to 

stand in second-person relations with others, and why communication is a crucial element in 

establishing such relations.  

 



 16 

The article contributes with:  

• a critical discussion of Gilbert’s account of communicative acts, which has not received 

much attention in the literature so far.   

• an argument that demonstrates why, and in which sense, communication is crucial for 

establishing a second-person relation.  

• a further demonstration of the fact that resources in phenomenology, in particular works 

of Husserl, can significantly advance our understanding of the second-person relation.  

Article 4 – Between Fusion and Recognition: On Axel Honneth’s Account of Social 

Groups  

In this concluding article I leave the territory of phenomenology and dialogical philosophy and 

turn towards a more contemporary theory of the we: Axel Honneth’s conception of social 

groups as outlined in central essays in his volume on The I in We: Studies in the Theory of 

Recognition (2012). What makes Honneth’s account interesting for our purposes, is the fact 

that it challenges a key assumption shared not only by the main figures considered in this thesis 

– Husserl, Buber, and Levinas – but also by many contemporary theorists (e.g. Brinck et al., 

2017, p. 142): the idea that the we requires the preservation of plurality and interpersonal 

difference.  

 Upon analysis of Honneth’s writings, the following question arises: Is the emphasis on 

difference and plurality, which is particularly strong in Buber’s works, not the outcome of an 

overly intellectualized conception of social groups, one that neglects episodes of ‘unleashed’ 

togetherness in which group members experience each other as ‘fused’ or as being ‘one’? 

According to Honneth, many theorists have systematically neglected or downplayed the 

importance of such episodes of ‘fusion’ in group life. Thus, he seeks to rectify this neglect by 
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proposing an account of the social group that emphasizes both the importance of intersubjective 

recognition and the experience of fusion, of being ‘one’ with others (Honneth, 2012).  

 The aim of this article is to critically assess this approach. I start my discussion, first, 

by demonstrating the fruitfulness of Honneth’s conception of mutual recognition for the 

contemporary debate on the we. As Honneth rightly, in my view, argues, the experience of 

being recognized by others for one’s individual talents and skills is a crucial factor for subjects 

to join social groups of various kinds, and to maintain their group-membership. What is more, 

his careful differentiation between three different modes of recognition, and three 

corresponding types of we, helps to reject the idea that the we is a ‘single thing’ (Honneth, 

1995). And yet, Honneth claims that focusing solely on practices of recognition would 

inevitably lead to a one-sided picture of what it is to be part of a we; what further has to be 

acknowledged is the experience of ‘fusion’.  

 However, it is far from clear what is meant when Honneth appeals to the concept of 

‘fusion’ in the context of social groups. In order to gain some clarity on this issue, I trace the 

origin of this idea back to Honneth’s rather controversial account of early child development, 

which assumes the existence of symbiotic or fusional states between the infant and its primary 

caretaker (Honneth, 1995, p. 98; Winnicott, 1971). In fact, these early experiences of being 

completely merged or fused with another give rise to intensive feelings of security and comfort, 

which explain, Honneth argues, adults’ (alleged) tendency to regress into states of fusion, as 

can be observed in social groups. In illustrating this claim, Honneth mentions phenomena such 

as the “exhilarating feeling of being part of a celebrating crowd”, the ecstatic experience of 

being absorbed in cooperation, or the experience of being part of a “working group that has 

lost sense of time” (Honneth, 2012, p. 210f.). In all of these cases, he claims, one can observe 

a “tendency of an almost orgiastic fusion” (Honneth, 2012, p. 211).  
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 As I argue in the article, however, this claim is problematic for a number of reasons. 

First, it remains fundamentally unclear what it actually means for group-members to ‘fuse’ 

with others. In order to bring some clarity into this discussion, I suggest distinguishing between 

genuine and fictive cases of fusion. This terminological distinction is meant to differentiate 

between two phenomena that should not be conflated with one another. In genuine forms of 

fusion, one’s awareness of the difference between self and other is (temporarily) suspended, 

which, Honneth argues, is the case when infants fuse with their primary caretaker; as I 

demonstrate, however, it is implausible to assume that adult group-members ‘fuse’ with one 

another in this strong sense. I therefore suggest understanding Honneth’s appeal to fusion in a 

weaker sense, as exemplifying a merely ‘fictive’ case of fusion. Essentially, in these cases 

one’s basic awareness of the other as a separate being is still intact, yet the homogeneity of our 

actions masks the other’s status as an autonomous subject, with thoughts, desires and wishes 

different from mine.  

 One of the aims of this article, however, is to demonstrate that Honneth’s assumption 

of states of fusion, even if understood in this weaker, merely ‘fictive’ sense, does not do justice 

to the experiential character of those we-phenomena Honneth is interested in. “Unleashed 

togetherness” (Honneth, 2012, p. 211) of the kind described above, I argue, cannot properly be 

explained by appealing to the category of fusion; quite on the contrary, I motivate the claim 

that those phenomena centrally involve practices of intersubjective recognition, in which our 

individual differences are not obliterated, but celebrated. I argue for this claim by closely 

considering two concrete cases: the experience of being absorbed in a lively discussion with 

others, as well as the experience of being part of a dancing crowd in a club.  

 

This article contributes with:  

• a systematic discussion of Axel Honneth’s largely neglected account of the we.  
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• an investigation of the ambiguous concept of ‘fusion’, which I clarify by distinguishing 

between two genuine and fictive forms of fusion.  

• an argument that rejects the importance of fusion experiences for group-phenomena 

and instead highlights the role of mutual recognition in facilitating intensively 

experienced forms of togetherness.  
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Buber, Levinas, and the I-Thou Relation 

Abstract 

Martin Buber and Emmanuel Levinas—two of the most prominent Jewish thinkers of the 20th 

century—both refused to conceive of one’s relation to the other in purely cognitive terms. They 

differed, however, in their characterization of the structure and nature of the intersubjective 

encounter. Whereas Buber emphasized the horizontal and reciprocal character of the I-Thou 

relation, Levinas insisted that the relation between self and other is in the first instance a vertical 

relation of responsibility. In the following contribution, we will present and analyze the 

disagreement between Buber and Levinas and assess to what extent their exchange might be 

relevant for contemporary debates on second-person engagement. 

1. Introduction 

Research on social cognition looks quite different today than it did two or three decades ago. 

Back then, a central question was whether simulation theory or theory-theory offered the right 

account of social cognition. Today, after a period where people favored hybrid mixtures of 

both types of theories, various alternative accounts have gradually become part of the standard 

repertoire. One of the proposals that has gained increasing momentum during the last ten years, 

not only within philosophy,1 but also in developmental psychology2 and in social 

neuroscience,3 is the idea that we should replace the traditional privileging of either first-person 

experience or third-person observation with a theory that explicitly foregrounds second-person 

engagement. Despite all the enthusiasm, it still remains contested what exactly second-person 

engagement amounts to. What is involved in relating to a person as a you, rather than as a he 

or she? Does the adoption of a second-person perspective on someone entail that one directly 

engages with the person in question, rather than simply observing him or her from afar? Can 

one approach the other as a you unilaterally, or does a you-attitude necessarily involve some 
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kind of mutuality or reciprocity, such that for me to address another as a you is for me to relate 

to someone who in turn addresses me as a you? 

 What has often been overlooked in these recent discussions is the fact that many of the 

same questions have been raised and addressed previously. Captured under the heading of the 

“I-Thou relation,” the topic of the second-person perspective was also an important theme in 

classical phenomenology and philosophy of dialogue. Might contemporary discussions of the 

second-person perspective learn something from some of these earlier debates? In the 

following contribution, we will discuss ideas found in the work of Martin Buber and Emmanuel 

Levinas. 

 Buber and Levinas—two of the most prominent Jewish thinkers of the 20th century—

both develop their respective accounts of the intersubjective encounter out of a refusal to 

conceive of one’s relation towards the other in purely cognitive terms. Yet Levinas frequently 

sought to demarcate his own position from Buber’s, particularly when it concerned the very 

structure and nature of the dyadic relation. Whereas for Levinas the significance of the “face” 

is central, highlighting my unconditional responsibility for the other, Buber’s “I-Thou relation” 

epitomizes the fundamental “meeting” with the other. Acknowledging their shared 

philosophical outlook, Levinas presents their disagreement as follows: 

The main thing [la grande chose] that separates us—or the minor thing [la petite 

chose] (when one speaks of someone to whom one draws near, one often says: “In 

minor things, there are some differences between us”)—the principal thing [la 

chose principale] separating us is what I call the asymmetry of the I-Thou relation. 

For Buber, the relationship between I and the Thou is directly lived as reciprocity.4 

It was this feature of reciprocity, integral to Buber’s conception of the I-Thou relation, that 

motivated Levinas to develop a range of interrelated objections to Buber’s account. In this 
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contribution, we will discuss these objections and examine the extent to which the 

disagreement between them is substantial, and we will also highlight some aspects of their 

exchange concerning the reciprocal status of the I-Thou relation that we believe to be of 

relevance for contemporary debates on second-person engagement. 

2. Buber and the I-Thou Relation 

With his 1923 book Ich und Du, Buber provided a seminal and influential contribution to a 

philosophical tradition, which, though largely fallen into oblivion today, was once praised as a 

second Copernican turn.5 Attempting to overcome the traditional subject-object dichotomy, 

Buber and his fellow “dialogicians” sought to disclose a more fundamental dimension arising 

between beings. The most famous articulation of this dimension can be found in Buber’s 

distinction between the I-It and the I-Thou attitudes. Contrary to what might perhaps be 

expected, the I-Thou relation is not exclusive to the interhuman realm. Rather, Buber 

understands both these attitudes as two distinct modes of relating to different entities in the 

world, be they human beings, animals, plants, or even inanimate objects. While in Ich und Du, 

Buber illustrates key features of the I-Thou relation by also pointing to the relation between 

human beings and plants or animals,6 in later works and as he develops the category of the 

“between” further, he effectuates what Theunissen has called a certain “anthropological 

narrowing” and tends to be primarily concerned with the interhuman realm.7 

 For Buber, it is only the I-Thou attitude that establishes a proper relation (Beziehung) 

with entities in the world, whereas the I-It attitude only allows for an “experience” (Erfahrung) 

of them. Referring to the etymology of the German term Erfahrung, which has its roots in the 

Middle High German ervarn (“to explore by travelling”),8 to experience objects in this sense 

means to travel on their surface, to explore them and extract “knowledge about their 

constitution.”9 A defining moment of experience, as Buber understands it, is its implication of 



 27 

an active, determining subject and a passive, determined object. While the I within the I-It 

attitude exercises activities which have a “thing for their object”10—perceiving something, 

imagining something, feeling something—the thing in question is stuck in passivity, offering 

no resistance to the grasping subject. 

 If the I-It relation is characterized by an active-passive divide, in the I-Thou relation 

both parties are equal partners since both are simultaneously active and passive. It is a relation 

of “mutuality,” or, as Buber puts it at one point, “you say Thou to it and give yourself to it, it 

says Thou to you and gives itself to you.”11 In contrast to the I-It relation, neither party remains 

unaffected by the other.12 Whereas the I-It relation might be compared to a monologue, in 

which the I talks about various Its, Shes and Hes, without ever talking with them, the I-Thou 

relation constitutes a genuine dialogue, where I address the other and where I am in turn 

addressed by the other. 

 Based on Buber’s presentation of the contrast between the I-It and the I-Thou relations, 

we can now highlight one of the latter’s most distinct features. To stand in a dialogical I-Thou 

relation with another involves a fundamental openness that allows for a meeting “with essential 

otherness.”13 Buber, in fact, considers the preservation of otherness to be the most fundamental 

feature of dialogue: “Every attempt to understand monologue as fully valid conversation [. . .] 

must run aground on the fact that the ontological basic presupposition of conversation is 

missing from it, the otherness, or more concretely, the moment of surprise.”14 As Buber 

elaborates, what distinguishes a true dialogue or “meeting” with another is not only a certain 

astonishment or surprise in the face of the other’s alterity but a fundamental appreciation 

thereof: “that which is different in the other person, his otherness, is prized.”15 Buber 

consequently doesn’t conceive of dialogue as a simple exchange of words. Not only can 

dialogue also take the form of a non-linguistic interaction, e.g., an exchange of glances between 
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strangers,16 but it specifically requires the recognition or acknowledgement of the other’s 

difference.17 

 In some of his later works, Buber elaborates further on the specific kind of human 

capacity that allows us to reach out to the other and establish a common sphere between us. In 

describing this capacity, Buber appeals to a variety of notions, such as “imagining the real” 

(Realphantasie), “making present” (Vergegenwärtigung),18 and “inclusion” (Umfassung).19 

All these notions refer to the imaginative act of holding “before one’s soul a reality arising at 

this moment, which, however cannot be experienced with one’s senses.”20 Another person’s 

wishes, feelings, perceptions, thoughts, etc. are thereby “made present” to oneself, without 

being directly experienced as such. This act of “making present,” which Buber also describes 

as a “swinging [. . .] into [Einschwingen] the life of the other,”21 allows one to experience the 

relation between me and another from the other’s side, the side of the Thou, without thereby 

abandoning one’s own standpoint.22 

 The act of inclusion can vary both with regard to the concreteness in which the other’s 

experience is made present and with regard to its mutuality. Buber mentions three different 

cases, which are supposed to exemplify the various forms that an I-Thou relation can take.23 

The first form is based on an abstract but mutual experience of inclusion, which finds its 

clearest illustration in the case of two persons caught up in an argument. Being set apart by 

diverging attitudes and convictions, two persons involved in a dispute “stand over against each 

other so that each of the two knows and means, recognizes and acknowledges, accepts and 

confirms the other, even in the severest conflict, as this particular person.”24 The experience of 

inclusion is abstract in this case since neither of the two gains access to the other’s concretely 

lived experiences. The difference between their lives remains too big. Yet there is still, 

according to Buber, a form of mutual recognition of the other’s being a particular person, a 

recognition of the other’s So-Sein.25 A different case—a concrete but one-sided experience of 
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inclusion—can be observed in a second set of examples, namely hierarchical relations arising 

in, for instance, educational or therapeutic contexts. Elaborating on the former, Buber argues 

that it pertains to the essence of a teacher-student relationship that only the teacher seeks to 

experience the common situation from the student’s perspective, i.e., for the teaching to be 

effective, the inclusion must be one-sided. The teacher, but not the student, “catches himself 

‘from over there,’” from the position of the student, in order to gain a full understanding of 

how his or her own actions affect the student and his or her learning objectives.26 If this 

asymmetry is not preserved, the relationship between teacher and student might change 

character and develop into friendship.27 Friendship, in fact, is the third and remaining form of 

a dialogical relation, which Buber defines as a relationship based on both a concrete and a 

mutual experience of inclusion.28 

3. Levinas and the Significance of the Face 

Let us now turn to Levinas. In Totalité et infini, Levinas contests that intentionality can provide 

us with an encounter with true otherness. Rather, the encounter with the other is fundamentally 

different from the encounter with any worldly objects: “[t]o think the infinite, the transcendent, 

the Stranger, is hence not to think an object.”29 It is true, Levinas says, that the world I am 

living in is a world filled with objects that differ from myself. But whenever I study them or 

consume them or utilize them in work, I transform the foreign and different into the familiar 

and same, and thereby make them lose their alterity.30 Although intentionality does relate me 

to that which is foreign, in the end it never makes me leave home. As Levinas puts it, the 

knowing subject acts like the famous stone of the alchemists: it transmutes everything it 

touches. It absorbs the foreign, annuls its alterity, and transforms it into the same.31 

 When I perceive objects, I am their condition of manifestation. In contrast, my 

encounter with the other is not conditioned by anything in my power. It is an encounter with 
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an ineffable and radical exteriority. The other surpasses any conceptualization or 

categorization: “If one could possess, grasp, and know the other, it would not be other.”32 

Whereas Buber highlights the extent to which the relation to the Thou involves an interplay of 

activity and passivity, Levinas insists that the encounter with the other is a question of being 

affected in radical passivity by something “invisible.”33 When Levinas talks of “the face,” he 

is precisely referring to this encounter: 

The way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in me, 

we here name face. This mode does not consist in figuring as a theme under my 

gaze, in spreading itself forth as a set of qualities forming an image.34Thence the 

importance of the relation to the other man as the incomparable, as emptied of all 

“social role,” and who thus, in his nudity—his destitution, his mortality—

straightaway imposes himself upon my responsibility: goodness, mercy, or charity. 

This nudity which is a call to me—an appeal but also an imperative—I name face.35 

Given that, for Levinas, the absence of the other is exactly his presence as other,36 the face of 

the other is never actually seen. Rather, the face of the other speaks, in the sense that it appeals 

to me and demands a response. Yet being responsible for the other is not something one actively 

and freely chooses; rather, responsibility is passively imposed upon me by the other: “[S]ince 

the Other looks at me, I am responsible for him, without even having taken on responsibilities 

in his regard; his responsibility is incumbent on me. It is responsibility that goes beyond what 

I do.”37 Responsibility, as understood by Levinas, occurs prior to one’s actions and decisions 

insofar as it signifies an originary being-for-the-other.38 

 Importantly, responsibility for Levinas is something I owe the other, and not something 

I should expect from the other: “I am responsible for the Other without waiting for his 

reciprocity, were I to die for it. Reciprocity is his affair.”39 Responsibility is consequently one-
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sided and non-reciprocal. As Levinas also writes, “[r]esponsibility, the signification which is 

non-indifference, goes one way, from me to the other.”40 To talk of reciprocity in this context 

would be to opt for a kind of exchange economy where one imagines the other to be similar to 

oneself, and where one thereby violates the very alterity of the other.41 

 Although Levinas frequently speaks of the other as the “weak,” or the “poor” facing 

me, “the rich or the powerful,”42 the other is at the same time calling upon me from a height. 

By making an irrefutable appeal to my responsibility, the other’s voice does not come from 

below, or from a position equal to or symmetrical with mine, but from above. To understand 

what Levinas has in mind, it is crucial to recall that for him the encounter with the face of the 

other is first and foremost ethical in nature. Ethics, in this context, is not to be understood as a 

set of abstract and generalizable rules but precisely as an unconditional responsibility for the 

other. 

 It is important to highlight the very position from which the interpersonal encounter is 

described. Levinas insists that the encounter with the other has to be described from within 

rather than from without. It is, in his view, precisely from the first-person perspective that the 

height of the other, indeed his or her alterity, is apprehended, whereas it vanishes as soon as 

we adopt a standpoint outside the relation: 

The reversibility of a relation where the terms are indifferently read from left to 

right and from right to left would couple them the one to the other; they would 

complete one another in a system visible from the outside. The intended 

transcendence would be thus reabsorbed into the unity of the system, destroying 

the radical alterity of the other. [. . .] The alterity, the radical heterogeneity of the 

other, is possible only if the other is other with respect to a term whose essence is 

to remain at the point of departure, to serve as entry into the relation, to be the same 
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not relatively but absolutely. A term can remain absolutely at the point of departure 

of relationship only as I.43 

According to Levinas, when viewed from without, one might indeed consider the relation 

between me and the other as reciprocal. But to describe the relation from without is precisely 

to adopt the very objectifying gaze that Levinas is seeking to overcome.44 As we shall see in 

the next section, it is exactly this issue that is at the heart of Levinas’s criticism of Buber’s 

conception of the I-Thou relation. 

4. Levinas Contra Buber 

Levinas’s long-lasting engagement with Buber, spanning more than 30 years,45 evinces a deep-

seated disagreement about the encounter with the concrete other. In fact, Levinas and Buber 

seem to articulate two opposing views on the kind of relationship that must be in place if the 

alterity of the other person is to be acknowledged: a vertical relation of radical asymmetry or a 

horizontal relation of reciprocal engagement. 

 Despite Levinas’s remark in Totalité et infini that his work “does not have the ridiculous 

pretension of ‘correcting’ Buber,”46 Levinas presents over the years a variety of objections to 

Buber’s account of the I-Thou relation—some of which will be reinforced, some of which 

retracted in later discussions.47 Following Derrida, it is possible to single out three objections 

at the core of Levinas’s criticism of Buber’s conception of the I-Thou relation.48 

 First, Levinas criticizes Buber’s I-Thou relation for being “self-sufficient” and 

“forgetful of the universe,”49 a claim echoing Levinas’s earlier assessment of the I-Thou as 

reaching its apogee in the “spiritual friendship.”50 On the face of it, this criticism seems to be 

based on a misinterpretation, however. As Buber points out, “Levinas errs in a strange way 

when he supposes that I see in the amitié toute spirituelle the peak of the I-Thou relation.”51 

For Buber, friendship is only one of the forms a dialogical relation can take. In fact, he even 
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claims that the most authentic form of I-Thou relationship is to be found in antagonistic 

situations where two people confirm and acknowledge each other, in spite of the fact that they 

do not have much in common.52 

 Second, Levinas criticizes Buber for emptying the I-Thou relation of any content by 

extending the I-Thou to animals and even inanimate objects.53 This allegedly “formal” 

character of the relation contrasts with Levinas’s own emphasis on the ethical character of the 

self-other relation.54 Levinas renews this critique a few years later in “Martin Buber’s Thought 

and Contemporary Judaism,” where he claims that “[w]e remain, with Buber, too often on the 

level of the purely formal meeting, even though he adds the word ‘responsibility.’”55 

 In a sense, this objection is derived from Levinas’s third and most fundamental 

objection. As Derrida puts it, Levinas reproaches Buber’s I-Thou relation “for being reciprocal 

and symmetrical, thus committing violence against height.”56 A passage from Levinas’s 

“Martin Buber and the Theory of Knowledge” is most instructive in this regard. Addressing 

the tension between the feature of reciprocity and an ethical relation, Levinas argues: 

How can we maintain the specificity of the interhuman I-Thou without bringing 

out the strictly ethical meaning of responsibility, and how can we bring out the 

ethical meaning without questioning the reciprocity on which Buber always insists? 

[. . .] We shall direct our main criticism to the reciprocity of the I-Thou relation. 

Ethical themes are frequent in Buber’s own descriptions, but a more abstract 

structure of distance and relation also replaces the I-Thou relation, and apparently 

even underlies the I-It relation. We wonder whether the relation with the alterity of 

others which appears in the form of dialogue, of question and answer, can be 

described without introducing a paradoxical difference of level between the I and 

the Thou. The originality of the I-Thou comes from the fact that that relation is 

known not from the outside, but from the I who brings it about. Its place is therefore 
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not interchangeable with the place occupied by the Thou. In what does this position 

of ipseity consist? If the I becomes I in saying Thou, I have obtained this position 

from my correlate, and the I-Thou relation is like all other relations: as if an external 

onlooker were speaking of I and Thou in the third person. The meeting, which is 

formal, can be reversed, read from left to right just as well as from right to left. In 

the ethics in which the other is at once higher and poorer than I, the I is 

distinguished from the Thou, not by any sort of “attributes,” but by the dimension 

of height, which breaks with Buber’s formalism.57 

This passage pinpoints the main difference between Buber’s and Levinas’s conceptions of the 

relation between self and other. Buber insists that the most fundamental relation between self 

and other is captured in the I-Thou relation, where both are equal partners, reciprocally relating 

to each other as a Thou. Levinas, by contrast, insists that the relation between self and other is 

fundamentally an ethical relation; one that is inherently in tension with an understanding of it 

in terms of reciprocity. The fundamental relation to the other is a relation to an absolute other 

“which does not imply reciprocity.”58 It is a relation of “ethical inequality,” of “subordination 

to the other.”59 Indeed, the insistence on reciprocity compromises for Levinas the absolute 

distance and difference of the other.60 This is also why Levinas doubts whether the usage of 

“the familiar I-Thou” is justified at all.61 In fact, Levinas has already pointed out many years 

earlier in Totalité et infini that the other is not a “Thou” (tu), but a “You” (vous), who reveals 

himself “in his lordship.”62 For Levinas, this asymmetrical situation necessitates a change in 

the way we conceptualize not only the second-person singular, but also the first-person 

singular. In “Apropos of Buber: Some Notes,” Levinas substitutes the first-person singular in 

the nominative case (“I”) with the accusative (“me”). I am aware of myself in the accusative 

as being called upon by the other. The other approaches me with a demand, a call that only I 

can answer “as if I were the only one concerned [. . .]. My ethical responsibility is my 
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uniqueness, my election and my ‘primogeniture.’”63 Indeed, responsibility is Levinas’s 

alternative to Buber’s reciprocity. As Levinas also writes, “the approach to others is not 

originally in my speaking out to the other, but in my responsibility for him or her. That is the 

original ethical relation.”64 

 Ultimately, Levinas’s criticism of Buber appears to vacillate between two slightly 

different positions. On some occasions, Levinas seems to be objecting to Buber’s account of 

the I-Thou, namely as one that necessarily involves reciprocity. On other occasions, Levinas 

seems to agree with Buber that the I-Thou relation necessarily entails reciprocity, but denies 

that it constitutes the fundamental relation between self and other. Hence, Levinas raises the 

following question against Buber: “Are we not compelled to substitute for the reciprocity of 

the I-Thou relation a structure which is more fundamental and which excludes reciprocity, that 

is, one which involves an asymmetry or difference of level and thereby implies real 

distancing?”65 

 How does Buber respond to the criticism? In Philosophical Interrogations, Buber 

directly addresses Levinas’s question and criticizes the proposed primacy of asymmetry: 

Understood in utter seriousness, the asymmetry that wishes to limit the relation to 

the relationship to a higher would make it completely one-sided: love would either 

be unreciprocated by its nature, or each of the two lovers must miss the reality of 

the other. Even as the foundation of an ethic, I cannot acknowledge “asymmetry.” 

I live “ethically” when I confirm and further my Thou in the right of his existence 

and the goal of his becoming, in all his otherness. I am not ethically bidden to 

regard him as superior to me through his otherness.66 

One central issue of controversy between Levinas and Buber concerns the question of whether 

reciprocity entails interchangeability and thereby a denial of the alterity of the other. For 
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Levinas, the denial of the reciprocal character of the I-Thou relation is a way of protecting the 

incommensurable alterity of the other. For Buber, the reciprocity of the I-Thou relation serves 

the very same purpose; it is a way of acknowledging and confirming the other in his or her 

otherness.67 It is consequently important to understand that Levinas and Buber are united in 

their opposition to the view that the relation between I and Thou is best understood as some 

form of mirroring or self-projection, as if one comes to understand others by recognizing 

oneself in them. 

 In the following, we will engage with two questions: (1) Is Levinas right when insisting 

that the reciprocity of the I-Thou relation can only be ascertained from without the relation, by 

taking an objectifying and third-personal stance on it? (2) Does Buber’s reference to the notion 

of “inclusion” in his account of the I-Thou relation really do justice to the alterity of the other? 

In order to address these questions, it will be instructive to briefly engage with the work of two 

figures who haven’t been mentioned so far: Alfred Schutz and Iris Marion Young. Both provide 

further resources for investigating the role of reciprocity in interpersonal encounters, and, more 

specifically, both insist on acknowledging the role of reciprocity while at the same time 

resisting the idea that an emphasis on reciprocity goes hand-in-hand with a commitment to a 

third-personal stance (Schutz) and a morally questionable self-projection (Young). 

5. Engaging with Levinas’s Criticism: Schutz and Young on Reciprocity 

According to Levinas, the reciprocal character of a relation can only be established from 

outside the relation, from the position of an external observer. But this, he argues, is 

problematic for two reasons. First, by appealing to the perspective of an outsider, we simply 

don’t do justice to the actual experience of encountering the other. Second, viewed from the 

outside, “[t]he intended transcendence would be thus reabsorbed into the unity of the system, 

destroying the radical alterity of the other.”68 
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 While Buber’s reply to these charges left many questions unanswered, the 

phenomenological tradition harbors resources which allow for a more direct engagement with 

Levinas’s outright rejection of reciprocity. Buber and Levinas were not the only philosophers 

discussing whether a second-person relation requires reciprocity. Quite independently of their 

dispute, we find another phenomenologist, Alfred Schutz, discussing this issue in his own work 

on phenomenological sociology. 

 A central idea in Schutz’s main oeuvre from 1932, Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen 

Welt: Eine Einleitung in die verstehende Soziologie is that the social world is heterogeneous 

and structured in complex ways and that other subjects can be given to the social agent “in 

different degrees of anonymity, experiential immediacy, and fulfillment.”69 It is in the context 

of his investigation of how we encounter others in the Umwelt, in the surrounding world, that 

Schutz introduces the notion of the “Thou-attitude” (Du-Einstellung) or “Thou-orientation” 

(Du-Orientierung).70 Schutz characterizes this Thou-attitude as a type of intentionality that is 

pre-predicative and pre-reflective in nature. It precedes any acts of judgment and is not the 

result of an act of reflection or any analogical reasoning. Rather, it offers us a primitive grasp 

of the other’s psychophysical existence in its spatiotemporal immediacy.71 

 Interestingly, Schutz argues that there is nothing in the Thou-attitude as such that 

requires the target of attention to be aware of being attended to, let alone to reciprocate. In 

contrast to Buber, Schutz consequently allows for a non-reciprocal, or unilateral, Thou-

orientation.72 This is not to say, however, that Schutz would side with Levinas since we are 

dealing with quite different positions. In “direct social observation,” Schutz writes, the Thou-

orientation is “one-sided” insofar as “I am observing someone else’s behavior and [. . .] he 

either does not know that he is being observed or is paying no attention to it.”73 In other words, 

Schutz’s concept of a non-reciprocal Thou-orientation is precisely an instance of the purely 

epistemic relation that Levinas is calling into question. 
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 Despite his reference to a unilateral Thou-orientation, Schutz does, however, highlight 

the significance of the reciprocal engagement that we find in the face-to-face encounter, i.e., in 

the mutual or reciprocal Thou-attitude.74 When two people are reciprocally oriented toward 

each other, or, to adopt the first-person perspective, when I ascertain that the other towards 

whom I am Thou-oriented is also Thou-oriented towards me, we get what Schutz calls a “we-

relationship” or a “living social relationship.”75 

I take up an Other-orientation toward my partner, who is in turn oriented toward 

me. Immediately, and at the same time, I grasp the fact that he, on his part, is aware 

of my attention to him. In such cases I, you, we, live in the social relationship itself, 

and that is true in virtue of the intentionality of the living Acts directed toward the 

partner. I, you, we, are by this means carried from one moment to the next in a 

particular attentional modification of the state of being mutually oriented to each 

other. The social relationship in which we live is constituted, therefore, by means 

of the attentional modification undergone by my Other-orientation, as I 

immediately and directly grasp within the latter the very living reality of the partner 

as one who is in turn oriented toward me.76 

According to Schutz, a we-relationship is a subject-subject relation. It is a relationship 

constituted by me and at least one co-subject. But for me to relate to another as a co-subject is 

for me to relate to somebody who not only has a perspective of his or her own on the world of 

objects, but on me as well. In short, from my first-person perspective, there is a quite salient 

difference between a unilateral and a bilateral Thou-orientation. There is a difference between 

talking to and talking with somebody, between watching someone unobserved and realizing 

that one’s attention is being noticed and reciprocated. In the latter case, we affect each other 

immediately; there is a pre-reflective interlocking of perspectives; “you and I are in a specific 
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sense ‘simultaneous’ . . . we ‘coexist’ . . . our respective streams of consciousness intersect.”77 

Reciprocity, in other words, manifests itself in a specific modification of the experiences, 

which could not have been attained within a unilateral relation. 

 How are these ideas related to Levinas’s criticism of reciprocity as implying the 

adoption of a third-personal stance? Schutz’s description of the we-relationship shows how 

reciprocity is something that directly affects and transforms the experiences of those involved 

in a face-to-face relation. Hence, it seems fairly straightforward to reject the claim that a 

commitment to reciprocity necessarily entails a betrayal of the first-person perspective and 

instead presumes a totalizing third-person view from nowhere. 

 However, rejecting the claim that reciprocity is necessarily tied to the adoption of a 

third-person perspective does not alleviate Levinas’s more deep-seated concern about the 

other’s alterity and transcendence. Even if reciprocity is experientially manifest from a first-

person point of view, might it still violate the absolute and irreducible otherness of the other 

that Levinas is seeking to preserve? 

 Much depends on how one conceptualizes the relation between reciprocity, symmetry, 

and reversibility. The very issue is discussed in a paper by Iris Marion Young with the 

intriguing title “Asymmetrical Reciprocity.” According to Young, concepts such as symmetry 

and reversibility evoke “images of mirror reflection” where we allegedly understand others 

because we see ourselves reflected in them, and vice versa.78 But to suggest that we come to 

understand others in this manner, however, in no way does justice to the particularity and 

alterity of the other. This is not only the case, Young claims, when one attempts to adopt the 

perspective of a person situated in a radically different life situation, e.g., when an able-bodied 

person attempts to put herself in the shoes of a blind or deaf person; even in cases where 

individuals share significant life circumstances, their lives will still very much be shaped and 

individuated by divergent experiences, values, habits, etc., which makes a facile reversal of 



 40 

perspectives impossible. In fact, often such an imaginative perspective taking amounts to 

nothing but a form of self-projection, a mere imposition of one’s own view upon the other, 

which transforms everything that is truly different about the other into bland sameness.79 

 Young now contrasts the notions of symmetry and reversibility with that of reciprocity. 

Reciprocity might indeed require that the other is “an ‘I’ to herself just as I am an ‘I’ to myself 

and that I am an ‘other’ to her just as she is an ‘other’ to me,” but for Young, this “neither 

describes nor presupposes a reversibility of standpoints.”80 On the contrary, precisely because 

the relation between self and other is reciprocal, it is also “asymmetrical and irreversible.”81 

Here is one way to understand Young’s argument: when engaged in a reciprocal self-other 

relation, where I am not simply aware of the other, but also simultaneously aware of myself in 

the accusative, aware of being attended to and addressed by the other, something novel is 

happening. I come to possess a socially mediated self-comprehension very unlike my 

immediate experience of myself. Had this simply been a question of mere reversibility, had it 

simply been a question of perspective shifting, I would not have had to await the encounter 

with the other, I could have accomplished it all on my own.82 

 Young’s claim that reciprocity is neither symmetrical nor reversible stands in clear 

contrast to Levinas’s claim that reciprocity is both symmetrical and reversible, but her analysis 

can also be used to criticize Buber’s notion of “inclusion.”83 As shown earlier, the idea of 

“inclusion” is explicated by Buber in terms of one’s capacity to reverse perspectives and to 

adopt the other’s standpoint.84 Buber seems convinced that viewing one’s relation with the 

other from his or her point of view serves the purpose of attaining “the complete presence of 

the reality in which one participates.”85 But this surely presupposes a quite substantive 

symmetry in subject positions, which by far exceeds the more innocuous acknowledgement of 

the other also being a self. What seems implicitly presupposed by Buber’s concept of 

“inclusion” is that an understanding of the other can be accomplished simply as a result of 
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“swinging” into the other’s life situation. While Buber’s concept of inclusion is not, at least not 

explicitly, at the forefront of Levinas’s criticism, there is reason to think that the notion is far 

more vulnerable to his critique than Buber’s insistence on the importance of reciprocity. 

6. Conclusion 

Our discussion of the exchange between Levinas and Buber regarding the I-Thou relation 

suggests that reciprocity per se does not threaten or eliminate alterity. To insist that the other 

is also an irreducible self can hardly be seen as an act of violence, and it is only in conjunction 

with the ideas of interchangeability and reversibility that the relation to the other takes on the 

morally questionable feature of an exchange economy, where the other is nothing but a mirror-

image of myself. The problematic equation between reciprocity and interchangeability is most 

explicitly endorsed by Levinas in De l’existence à l’existant, where he claims that “the 

interpersonal situation is not of itself the indifferent and reciprocal relationship of two 

interchangeable terms.”86 Levinas’s view that reciprocity is inextricably linked with an 

interchangeability of subject positions is further motivated by his claim that reciprocity can 

only be ascertained from a totalizing, third-personal stance. By appealing to Schutz analysis of 

the “we-relationship,” however, we have suggested that this assumption is mistaken. 

Reciprocity is not a feature only discernable from the perspective of an outside spectator but is 

rather something that directly affects and transforms the experiences of those involved in a way 

that is first-personally manifest. 

 It might at this point be objected that our criticism of Levinas fails to engage with his 

main objection and prime agenda, which remain ethical. Even if it should turn out that the I-

Thou relation is characterized by reciprocity, and even if this reciprocity doesn’t entail an 

alterity-destroying reversibility, it could still be argued that the reciprocal I-Thou relation is a 

founded and derived encounter, one that presupposes a more fundamental non-reciprocal and 
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vertical relation of responsibility for the absolute other. Let us simply acknowledge that our 

criticism doesn’t address this aspect of the disagreement between Levinas and Buber. Our focus 

and interest in the present contribution has been on whether their dispute can inform 

contemporary debates on what second-person engagement amounts to, and here Levinas’s 

claim concerning the existence of a relation to the other which differs from and is more 

fundamental than the I-Thou relation is less relevant. 

 Where does all of this then leave us with regard to the contemporary debates on social 

cognition? It has recently been suggested by various scholars that reciprocity is a distinctive 

feature of second-person engagement, of relating to another as a you.87 Our discussion of the 

exchange between Buber and Levinas lends some support to this view. In addition, it also offers 

some ammunition against those who have suggested that second-person engagement is simply 

a question of using one’s own experiences to understand other subjects, i.e., who argue that it 

is a question of simulating, replicating, or imagining the mental states of another.88 Not only 

does such an account seem to miss the intended explanandum, since it simply reduces second-

person perspective taking to a version of first-person simulation, but by appealing to a model 

of self-replication, it also remains vulnerable to all the challenges raised by Levinas and Young. 

 Let us add a final note on some implications of the foregoing discussion for the 

understanding of larger-scale social formations. Foregrounding the differences that set apart 

Buber’s and Levinas’s accounts of dyadic relations does not entail that there is no common 

ground between them. On the contrary, Levinas’s account of the face and Buber’s notion of 

the I-Thou relation can both be seen as attempts to oppose the tendency to conceptualize human 

sociality in terms of fusion and uniformity. In Le temps et l’autre, Levinas rejects this model 

of sociality as one in which the subject is swallowed up in a collectivity that places the other at 

one’s side, rather than in front of oneself.89 One of Levinas’s targets is undoubtedly Heidegger. 

According to Levinas, the Heideggerian notion of Miteinandersein not only refers to a 
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collectivity formed around “something common.”90 Moreover, the “Mit is always being next 

to . . . It is not in the first instance the Face, it is zusammensein [being-together], perhaps 

zusammen-marschieren [marching-together].”91 Levinas explicitly opposes the collectivity of 

this “side-by-side,” with the “I-You” collectivity, “a collectivity that is not a communion”, but 

“the face-to-face without intermediary.”92 In a similar vein, Buber quite explicitly rejects 

conceptions of sociality that bundle together individuals, placing them side by side or shoulder 

to shoulder.93 Critiquing Heidegger for failing to replace the destructive anonymity of the “one” 

(das Man) with a positive account of the relation between an individual and a plurality of 

others, Buber develops a conception of community centered around the I turning towards a 

Thou.94 As he writes already in 1929, “community, growing community [. . .] is the being no 

longer side by side but with one another of a multitude of persons. And this multitude, though 

it also moves towards one goal, yet experiences everywhere a turning to, a dynamic facing of, 

the other, a flowing from I to Thou.”95 Addressing another as a Thou and being in turn 

addressed as a Thou by the other(s) are consequently essential to the life of a community, which 

rather than being a mere side-by-side, is a with-one-another. While these brief references 

should make clear that both Levinas and Buber are rejecting a conception of sociality that is 

based on fusion, this should not cover up the fact that both defend two quite distinct visions of 

community. In fact, although an examination of this topic goes beyond the scope of the 

present contribution, the differences that set apart Buber’s and Levinas’s accounts of dyadic 

relations carry over and shape their respective conceptions of communal life.96 
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From the Thou to the We: Rediscovering Martin Buber’s Account of 

Communal Experiences 

Abstract 

While Martin Buber is best known for his conception of the so-called I-Thou relation, many of his 

philosophical writings are concerned with the wider realities of communal being together. The aim 

of this paper is to examine this largely neglected aspect of Buber’s work by focusing on the concept 

of the “essential We” (wesenhaftes Wir). As will be shown in the first part of the paper, this concept 

did not develop in a philosophical vacuum, but in critical dialogue with pre-eminent thinkers of the 

phenomenological tradition. Contra Heidegger, Buber defends the claim that the We must be explored 

via an investigation of dyadic I-Thou relations. In the second part of the paper, I demonstrate that this 

idea coincides in many respects with Husserl’s approach towards the We, although both assign 

different roles to the I-Thou relation in the formation of such a We. While Husserl conceives of this 

relation as one that foregrounds the similarities between self and other and thereby allows one to 

adopt a common we-perspective, Buber celebrates the I-Thou relation’s ability to make visible the 

other person’s particularity and otherness. Instead of putting these different accounts into 

competition, I argue (in the latter part of the paper) that both highlight important features of two 

distinct forms of group alignment considered in recent social psychology. While Husserl’s proposal 

has important parallels with the theory of group-identification, Buber’s account is more in line with 

the related, but lesser-known theory of “local identity fusion.”  

 

Keywords: Martin Buber; I-Thou relation; Group-identification; the We; Edmund Husserl; Identity-

fusion 

 



 53 

1. Introduction 

Within recent years a growing number of studies have explored the potential significance of the 

second-person perspective for our understanding of various collective phenomena, such as 

experiential sharing, joint attention, or communal being together (Zahavi 2015; 2018; 2019; León 

and Zahavi 2016; Risser 2016; Brinck, Reddy and Zahavi 2017; Engelmann and Tomasello 2018; 

critically: Koo 2016). In particular, it has become increasingly popular to turn to classical 

phenomenological theories of community, which share the idea that second-person relations are 

crucial for the formation of a We.1 A closer look into the philosophical movements of the interwar 

period reveals, however, that the emphasis on dyadic interpersonal relations in accounting for we-

phenomena is not only characteristic of phenomenological approaches but also shared by 

philosophers of the dialogic tradition. Emerging in the aftermath of World War I, this new strand of 

philosophy comprises a great number of studies on second-person relations, of which Martin Buber’s 

eponymous Ich und Du, published in 1923, is probably the most prominent and influential. Yet, the 

emphasis on Buber’s conception of the I-Thou relation has led to a scholarly neglect of other elements 

of his social philosophy, most importantly the concept of the “essential We” (wesenhaftes Wir). As 

Friedman, a leading Buber scholar, observes:  

This concept [i.e. the essential We] is basic to Buber’s anthropology and is an important 

corrective to that emphasis on the I-Thou relationship that has led many people, who are 

familiar with Buber’s philosophy of dialogue but not his social philosophy, to the 

mistaken notion that Buber’s thought is limited to the relation between one person and 

 
 

1 Throughout this paper I shall be using the capitalized We in order to ensure consistency with Buber’s translated texts.  
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another and does not encompass the larger realities of community living. (Friedman 1965: 

39)  

In the present contribution, I shall correct this tendency by arguing that a concern with sociality, and 

with we-experiences more specifically, lies at the very core of much of Buber’s work and is tightly 

bound up with his theory of the I-Thou relation. I offer a concise explication of Buber’s account of 

the We, which is scattered throughout a number of his works. This not only fills a gap in the existing 

Buber scholarship but serves a more systematic purpose. While the idea that second-person 

engagements are crucial for the formation of a We is shared by Buber and representatives of the 

phenomenological tradition, most importantly Husserl, each of them explicates the conceptual link 

between the second-person singular, the you, and the first-person plural, the We, in different ways, as 

will become apparent. As I shall argue in the latter part of the paper, these two approaches should not 

be seen as competing but as complementary accounts of what it means to be part of a We. While 

Husserl’s proposal converges in important respects with ideas found in the socio-psychological theory 

of group-identification, Buber’s account has important parallels with the lesser-known theory of 

“local identity fusion” (e.g. Swann et al. 2009; 2012; Swann and Buhrmester 2015).   

2. The ‘Essential’ or ‘I-Thou’ Relation 

Although Buber’s early work, I and Thou, has received a considerable amount of attention since its 

publication in 1923, most of his later works have largely fallen into oblivion, especially within 

phenomenological circles. This neglect is rather surprising if one considers the fact that Buber 

developed his account of sociality in close, but critical, dialogue with the work of Heidegger, as his 

important “What is Man?” lecture series from 1938 demonstrates. In what follows I shall briefly 

outline Buber’s discussion of Heidegger. My aim is not to assess the legitimacy of any of Buber’s 



 55 

objections but to derive a positive conception of Buber’s own account of sociality vis-à-vis 

Heidegger.2 

In his quest to provide an answer to the Kantian question “What is Man?”, Buber first traces 

the historical development of this anthropological question from Aristotle to Kant, Hegel, and 

Nietzsche, before finally turning to key figures in the phenomenological tradition, which was still in 

its infancy at that time. While Buber is very critical of both Heidegger and Scheler, whom he accuses 

of defending an overly individualistic anthropology, he explicitly praises Husserl’s Crisis and 

considers it to be an important source of inspiration for his own thinking. In particular, Buber takes 

up the idea that the very being of man is found neither in individualism, which “sees man only in 

relation to himself,” nor in collectivism, which “does not see man at all, it sees only ‘society’” (Buber 

2002a: 237). Rather, Buber argues, the true essence of man evinces itself only in relation to his 

generation and society; citing Husserl, he writes: “Humanity in general is essentially the existence of 

man in entities of mankind which are bound together in generations and in society” (Buber 2002a: 

190).3 For Buber, to grasp “the essence of man,” one must understand the bonds that tie individuals 

together, the “fundamental communion of which Husserl speaks” (Buber 2002a: 190). It is only by 

exploring “man with man,” by investigating the peculiar relation that arises between human beings, 

that one can overcome the false alternative of either individualism or collectivism (Buber 2002a: 

240f.).  

 
 

2 For a more systematic discussion of Buber’s objections see e.g. Cohen 2004; Novak 1985. 
3 In the English version of Husserl’s Crisis this passage is translated slightly differently: “To be human at all is essentially 
to be a human being in a socially and generatively united civilization” (Husserl 1970: 15). Buber is citing from Husserl’s 
paper “Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie. Eine Einleitung in die 
phänomenologische Philosophie,” which appeared in 1936 in the journal Philosophia. This paper comprises parts I and 
II of Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie, first published in 1954 as 
Husserliana VI.   
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 While Buber sees close similarities between his thinking and Husserl’s claims proposed in the 

Crisis, he clearly distances himself from that which he considers to be Heidegger’s contribution to 

philosophical anthropology.4 In particular, Buber criticizes Heidegger for falling back into a form of 

individualism that he considers Husserl to have moved beyond:  

The man of “authentic” (“eigentlich”) Dasein in Heidegger’s sense, the man of “self-

being” (“Selbst-seins”) […] is not the man who really lives with man, but the man who 

can no longer really live with man, the man who now knows a real life only in 

communication with himself. (Buber 2002a: 199; translation modified)  

If Buber criticizes Heidegger’s conception of authentic Dasein, he is not arguing that Dasein involves 

a lack of social relations altogether; rather, he critiques Heidegger’s conceptualization of an authentic 

form of being with others in terms of solicitude (Fürsorge). Buber is not denying that solicitude plays 

an important role in our social lives, yet he denies that the relation of solicitude can account for the 

most basic and original form of interhuman connectedness that Buber wants to explore:  

In mere solicitude man remains essentially with himself, even if he is moved with extreme 

pity; in action and help he inclines towards the other, but the barriers of his own being 

are not thereby breached; he makes his assistance, not his self, accessible to the other; nor 

does he expect any real mutuality, in fact he probably shuns it; he “is concerned with the 

other”, but he is not anxious for the other to be concerned with him. (Buber 2002a: 201)  

 
 

4 Buber is aware that Heidegger would not have agreed with this interpretation of his work as a contribution to the field 
of philosophical anthropology. Nevertheless, as Buber argues, the fact that Heidegger offers concrete analyses of human 
life legitimizes such a reading: “Even though Heidegger himself does not regard his philosophy or wish it to be regarded 
as philosophical anthropology, we must nevertheless test the genuineness and correctness of its anthropological content, 
since in philosophical fashion it draws upon concrete human life, which is the subject of philosophical anthropology; that 
is, against its intention we must subject it to criticism as a contribution to answering the anthropological question” (Buber 
2002a: 194).  
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Buber’s critique of the concept of solicitude is less insightful in its actual philosophical account of 

Heidegger’s thought than in what it reveals about Buber’s underlying concept of the nature of the 

intersubjective bond. According to Buber, solicitude is a poor candidate for constituting a genuine 

connection to another person because of three interrelated reasons. First, by offering help or 

assistance, the solicitous person is only partially opening herself up to the other. Buber is not denying 

that this might be exactly what is needed in a given situation, but he is aware of the fact that one 

might be solicitous and reserved at the same time. What the solicitous person offers to the other, as 

Buber puts it, is “his assistance, not his self.” Second, this has important ramifications for how one 

encounters the other person. In offering one’s assistance one approaches the other in a specific way, 

i.e. as “the object of my mere solicitude” (Buber 2002a: 208). In other words, solicitude necessarily 

discloses the other person in a particular aspect: as one who is in need.5 “The relation of solicitude,” 

Buber argues, is merely setting “one man’s solicitous help in relation with another man’s lack and 

need of it” (Buber 2002a: 201). Finally, and somewhat surprisingly, Buber rejects solicitude because 

of a feature that is usually seen as worthy of moral praise: its non-reciprocal character. The solicitous 

person, he explains, does not “expect any real mutuality, in fact he probably shuns it; he ‘is concerned 

with the other’, but he is not anxious for the other to be concerned with him” (Buber 2002a: 201). 

Buber contrasts the relation of solicitude with a relation for which he deploys different terms 

throughout his writings: the “essential relation” (wesenhafte Beziehung), better known as the “I-Thou 

relation,” which opens up the sphere of the “between” or the “interhuman.” While, with solicitude, 

one closes oneself off from the other, Buber argues that the essential relation requires complete 

openness. In such a relation “the barriers of individual being are in fact breached and a new 

phenomenon appears which can appear only in this way: one life open to another” (Buber 2002a: 

 
 

5 This claim was strongly criticized by Levinas, who defended Heidegger’s conception of solicitude against Buber; see 
Levinas 1967, 148. For a brief response from Buber, see Buber 1967, 723.  
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201). Buber frequently appeals to the notion of “openness,” yet it is not entirely clear what 

phenomenon he is referring to. Is the essential relation one in which the boundaries between me and 

another dissolve, and we attain a state of undifferentiated fusion? There are indeed passages which 

support such a reading, including one in which Buber claims that, in an essential relation, two persons 

“participate in one another’s lives in very fact, not psychically, but ontically” (Buber 2002a: 202). 

However, claims such as these must be read in the context of Buber’s other works, not only his early 

I and Thou (1923) but also later texts such as Elements of the Interhuman (1954), in which he suggests 

that the essential or I-Thou relation refers to a more mundane experience, where individual 

boundaries are still very much intact. Consider the following passage, in which Buber reflects on his 

experience of joining a procession alongside a friend:  

While the procession was forming, I conversed with him and with another […]. At that 

moment I still felt that the two men really were there, over against me, each of them a 

man near to me, near even in what was most remote from me: so different from me that 

my soul continually suffered from this difference, yet by virtue of this very difference 

confronting me with authentic being. Then the formations started off, and after a short 

time I was lifted out of all confrontation, drawn into the procession, falling in with its 

aimless step. (Buber 1957: 105–6)  

This passage not only illustrates the fleeting nature of the essential relation (cf. Buber 2002a: 201; 

242), but also sheds light on its crucial element of “confrontation,” of “standing over against another.” 

Rather than fusing two persons into an undifferentiated entity, an essential relation involves them 

standing opposite one another, each confronting the other in their very difference. Interestingly, this 

confrontation with the other’s particularity and difference does not, as one might assume, give rise to 

separation or alienation, but generates a feeling of proximity, of being close to the other. How might 
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one understand this? Buber seems to suggest that a very special connection to the other is established 

in the moment of mutual confrontation of two beings as they truly are, which would include all of the 

particular and idiosyncratic features that make one person different from another. This is a connection 

based not on the recognition of similarities, but on the fact that each person features in the other’s 

consciousness as the particular being they are. At the same time, it is also important to highlight the 

crucial role of communication, or “dialogue,” in the emergence of an essential relation. Genuine 

communication, whether it is through linguistic or non-linguistic means, occurs when “each of the 

participants really has in mind the other or others in their present and particular being and turns to 

them with the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between himself and them” (Buber 

2002a: 22).6  

 It is in these moments of recognizing the other in his or her particularity that a specific kind 

of openness is achieved, an openness which stands in contrast to the reserved character of solicitude. 

In solicitude, one relates to the other in a specific guise – i.e. as a person in need of help – but the 

essential relation is independent of any such practical concerns. What is set in relation is me, the 

particular being that I am, with you, the particular being that you are. For such a relation to come 

about, mutuality is indispensable. It is only if we both recognize one another in our So-Sein, or 

particularity, that something novel happens between us: complete openness is achieved and genuine 

participation and connection become possible. 

With the essential relation Buber describes a particular form of interpersonal connectedness 

that arises not only in dyadic constellations between one person and a singular other, but also within 

 
 

6 Buber leaves open what exactly it means to intend the other in his or her particularity. Recent research in phenomenology 
(Taipale 2016) suggests that grasping another’s singularity does not necessarily imply that one abstracts from his or her 
supra-individual typicalities; rather, the singularity of the other person should be conceptualized in terms of a unique and 
peculiar combination of cultural, historical, biological, etc. typicalities that the other realizes (cf. Taipale 2016: 149f.). 
Although this topic exceeds the scope of the present contribution, I take it that such an account is in principle compatible 
with Buber’s thinking.  
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a multitude of persons. Buber develops an account of the “essential We” by means of close analogy 

with the “essential Thou,” again in critical dialogue with Heidegger.  

3. The ‘Essential We’  

Buber’s critical engagement with Heidegger does not end with his critique of solicitude. According 

to Buber, not only does Heidegger fail to properly conceptualize the fundamental connectedness 

between one person and a singular other, but he also fails to provide a positive conception of Dasein’s 

relation to a plurality of others as a counterpart to the phenomenon of das Man. According to Buber, 

social life is not described exhaustively by pointing to the nameless and faceless Man in which Dasein 

is entangled; rather, what is further required is an account that captures one’s experience of relating 

to a multiplicity of others, of experiencing a real We (Buber 2002a: 208). However, it is a peculiar 

feature of Buber’s account that he does not attempt to distinguish between different kinds of group 

formations to the same extent as most of his contemporaries. While Scheler, for instance, proposes a 

four-fold division of social reality into the mass, the life-community, the society, and the collective 

person (Scheler 1973: 526f.), Buber attempts to capture a specific we-experience that “can arise in 

every kind of group, but […] cannot be understood from the life of any single one of the groups” 

(Buber 2002a: 208). It is this experience that Buber wishes to describe when he introduces the concept 

of the ‘essential We’:  

By We I mean a community of several independent persons, who have reached a self and 

self-responsibility, the community resting on the basis of this self and self-responsibility, 

and being made possible by them. The special character of the We is shown in the essential 

relation existing, or arising temporarily, between its members; that is, in the holding sway 

within the We of an ontic directness which is the decisive presupposition of the I-Thou 
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relation. The We includes the Thou potentially. Only men who are capable of truly saying 

Thou to one another can truly say We with one another. (Buber 2002a: 208)  

Buber’s claim that the essential We requires “independent” and “self-responsible” persons can be 

seen as part of a broader argument about the significance of distance for the very possibility of 

interpersonal relations. As he argues in Distance and Relation – a work that is, in many ways, a 

continuation of the themes outlined in his lecture course of 1938 – “one can enter into relation only 

with a being that has been set at a distance or, more precisely, has become an independent opposite” 

(Buber 2002b: 207). In other words, it is only if the other is seen as independent from oneself that a 

proper relation can be established. This is a claim that Buber retains in both his characterization of 

the essential relation to a singular Thou and his conception of the essential We. As he argues with 

regard to the former, “only the man who has become a Single One, a self, a real person, is able to 

have a complete relation of his life (vollkommenes Wesensverhältnis) to the other self […] A great 

relation exists only between real persons” (Buber 2002a: 207).7  

In many ways, the essential We can be seen as the logical continuation of the essential Thou, 

as one turns from a singular other to a plurality of others: “What corresponds to the essential Thou on 

the level of self-being, in relation to a host of men,” Buber argues, “I call the essential We” (Buber 

2002a: 208). Yet, despite his emphasis on how the essential We requires its members to have reached 

 
 

7 Buber seems to be aware that this claim stands in tension with an idea for which he is widely known: “I become through 
my relation to the Thou; as I become I, I say Thou.” (Buber 2013: 9) In this claim from I and Thou, Buber seems to be 
firmly convinced that the relation to a Thou is prior to, rather than consequent upon, the emergence of a full-fledged “I.” 
But, if the essential or I-Thou relation presupposes that each of its relata has gained independence and self-responsibility, 
then the latter cannot at the same time be an outcome of the former. Buber hints, though only in passing, at the possibility 
that there are two qualitatively different relations at stake. While embracing his earlier claim that “the child says Thou 
before it learns to say I,” he nevertheless argues that “on the height of personal existence one must be truly able to say I 
in order to know the mystery of the Thou in its whole truth” (Buber 2002a: 207). This suggests that there is a clear 
qualitative difference between the way, for example, an infant and an adult relate to the other as a Thou – a difference 
that Buber captures by distinguishing between the “primordial Thou” and the “essential Thou.” Only in the case of the 
latter, but not the former, is it crucial that I and Thou encounter each other in their very alterity and separateness.  
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self-independence and self-responsibility, thus demarcating it from collective phenomena such as the 

crowd or the mass, the question of what Buber’s account actually amounts to remains elusive. In 

particular, what does it mean when Buber asserts that “the special character of the We is shown in the 

essential relation existing, or arising temporarily, between its members”? (Buber 2002a: 208). And 

how should we understand his claim that an “ontic directness” prevails within the We? 

First, it should be emphasized that in the previous passage Buber makes several divergent 

suggestions about whether a We arises only when its members stand in an actual essential relation 

toward one another, or whether it suffices for such a relation to remain a mere possibility. As Buber 

demonstrates elsewhere, the essential We can arise in both of these cases: “The genuine We,” he 

argues, “is to be recognized in its objective existence, through the fact that in whatever of its parts it 

is regarded, an essential relation between person and person, between I and Thou, is always evident 

as actually or potentially existing” (Buber 1965: 106; my emphasis). While it is clear that members 

of the essential We stand in a very special relation toward one another, Buber offers only a few cues 

as to how this We should be conceptualized.  

In Question to the Single One, a text published in 1936, Buber articulates several thoughts on 

communal life that are relevant in this regard. Although Buber does not explicitly use the notion of 

the essential We in this text, it nevertheless provides us with important details as to how members of 

a We in Buber’s sense relate to other group members. Of particular interest, then, is Buber’s 

description of group-identification in small groups such as a family, or a group of friends. Consider 

the following passage: “[I]dentification [i.e. with one’s family] can take place by his saying in all 

concreteness We, I, of this family or band of his. […] And when he says this he means not merely the 

whole, but also the single persons recognized and affirmed by him in their particular being” (Buber 

2002a: 73). In this account, identifying with a small, face-to-face group such as one’s family is not a 

matter of abstracting from difference in favor of sameness, i.e. in favor of features that are shared by 
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all of us; rather, what Buber considers to be of great importance is the capacity of each of us not only 

to recognize but also to acknowledge other group members in their particularity and concreteness, as 

the very beings they are.   

This demand to direct one’s attention to the concreteness of the other resurfaces in Buber’s 

description of how a subject, and more precisely an independent and self-responsible subject, ought 

to act when at risk of being consumed by a crowd. The subject, according to Buber, must ward off 

the gradual disappearance of difference and the encroachment of sameness; she must maintain the 

face-to-face and avoid the side-to-side by searching everywhere for the concrete other:  

At the place where he stands, whether lifted up or unnoticed, he does what he can […] to 

make the crowd no longer a crowd. Otherness enshrouds him, the otherness to which he 

is betrothed. But he takes it up into his life only in the form of the other, time and again 

the other, the other who meets him, who is sought, lifted out of the crowd, the 

“companion.” (Buber 2002a: 75)  

These thoughts provide us with important cues for explicating how an essential relation can manifest 

itself in one’s relation to other group members. As I interpret Buber’s claims, the essential We does 

not necessarily presuppose that group members stand in actual essential (or I-Thou) relations to one 

another, but that they have a particular intention toward others, or take up a specific attitude toward 

them. This requires an embrace rather than a downplaying of the heterogeneity with which one is 

inevitably surrounded in even the most homogenous kind of group. When Buber claims that there is 

an “ontic directness” prevailing within the We, he gestures toward the fact that members of a We see 

each other not through the label of a group category, or any other label, but as concrete and particular 
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persons.8 More generally, Buber’s concept of the essential relation can be seen as an important tool 

in countering a prevailing tendency within the life of groups to overemphasize sameness; instead, the 

essential relation generates an acknowledgment or affirmation of the other – not only qua his or her 

role as a group member, but qua the particular person that he or she is. In fact, foregrounding the 

similarities between oneself and others would only yield a one-sided and selective relation toward 

others that Buber had already discarded in his critique of Heidegger’s concept of solicitude. As will 

become more evident in section 5, contrary to contemporary theories of group-identification, Buber 

highlights not so much the similarities that are shared between group members, but the capacity of 

each member to attend to one another in their particular being. Hence, to say “We” with regard to a 

group requires that one can confront other members as others, as concrete and particular beings. It is 

in this sense that I suggest we understand Buber’s claim, introduced above, that “[o]nly men who are 

capable of truly saying Thou to one another can truly say We with one another” (Buber 2002a: 208). 

 How does this approach relate to other accounts of the We developed at the same time? In 

what follows I will focus on Husserl’s account, which has received far more attention in the recent 

literature (e.g. Szanto 2016; Caminada 2011; Zahavi 2019). While the traditions of dialogical 

philosophy and classical phenomenology are often portrayed as radically distinct, if not entirely 

incompatible (cf. Stawarska 2009; Theunissen 1984), a focus on Buber’s and Husserl’s conceptions 

of the We can reveal some interesting points of convergence.9 Not only do both accounts endorse the 

idea – contra Heidegger – that the We has to be explored via an investigation of dyadic I-Thou 

relations, but both also share a strikingly similar conceptualization of the relation between I and Thou. 

 
 

8 In this sense, Buber’s concept of the essential We bears striking similarities to Alfred Schutz’s notion of the “pure we-
relation,” which he describes in the following manner: “The Other is to me, and I am to the Other, not an abstraction, not 
a mere instance of typical behaviour, but, by the very reason of our sharing a common vivid present, this unique individual 
personality in this unique particular situation” (Schutz 1976: 110). 
9 For a more comprehensive comparison between Husserl and Buber, see Lee 2006. 
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Yet, despite the many parallels in their accounts, Buber and Husserl arrive at very different roles for 

second-person relations in the formation of a We.  

4. Husserl on the Formation of a We 

Within the work of Husserl, and within classical phenomenology more generally, one can discern a 

strong tendency to approach various we-phenomena via an investigation of second-person or I-Thou 

relations. This is particularly evident in Husserl’s posthumously published manuscripts such as 

“Gemeingeist I” (Husserl 1973a) and “Phänomenologie der Mitteilungsgemeinschaft” (Husserl 

1973b). Husserl introduces the I-Thou relation as a phenomenon that is founded on a more basic form 

of other-directed understanding, described by the term “empathy.” Entirely lacking in Buber’s 

thought, empathy refers to a type of intentionality that allows us to be acquainted with another’s 

experiential life in a direct and unmediated manner. In “Phänomenologie der 

Mitteilungsgemeinschaft,” Husserl develops an account of the I-Thou relation, first by investigating 

a specific type of empathic relation that is characterized both by reciprocity and simultaneity (Husserl 

1973b, 472). More specifically, Husserl describes a dyadic social relation in which two subjects are 

reciprocally directed toward one another and where each is aware of being attended to by the other. 

Take, for example, the case of accidentally establishing eye-contact with a stranger: one looks at 

another, thinking that she might not notice, when she suddenly looks up and reciprocates one’s gaze. 

Although this is a situation in which both subjects cease to be merely next-to-each-other in favor of 

being for-each-other (Füreinander-dasein) (Husserl 1973b: 471), they do not yet stand in an I-Thou 

relation. What is further required so that “another I becomes a thou for me” (Husserl 1973b: 473) is 

the act of address:  

What now that reciprocal, active empathy is established? Thereby no social unity, no 

communicative [unity], no actual I-thou nexus is established […] What is still missing is 
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the intention and will of manifestation (Kundgebung) – the specific act of communication, 

which, in establishing a community, is called communicatio in Latin. (Husserl 1973b: 

472f.) 

For Husserl, communication, whether linguistic or non-linguistic, fundamentally transforms a pre-

existing empathic relation by creating a basic form of connection between the two subjects, which 

are now no longer “for-each-other,” as is the case in reciprocal empathy, but “in-one-another,” i.e. 

they are fundamentally intertwined (Husserl 1973b: 477).  

While both Buber and Husserl highlight reciprocity and communication as important aspects 

of the I-Thou relation, they do so for different reasons. As we have seen in Buber’s account, the 

reciprocal and communicative dimension of the I-Thou relation generates a specific kind of 

interpersonal openness, which in turn allows each subject to confront the other in his or her 

concreteness and particularity. For Husserl, on the other hand, what grounds the special character of 

the I-Thou relation is the fact that the reciprocal, communicative exchange gives rise to a certain form 

of self-objectification. In the communicative exchange, I am not only aware of myself and of the 

other, but I also come to experience the other’s perspective on myself; I come to attain, as Zahavi has 

recently put it, “a socially mediated externalized self-apprehension” (Zahavi 2019: 255). If we follow 

Zahavi’s interpretation, it is precisely the internalization of the other’s perspective that is crucial for 

the formation of a we-identity. This is a thought that can be found in Husserl’s Ideas II: by adopting 

the view the other has of me, “I fit myself into the family of man,” thus creating the “possibility for 

the unity of this ‘family,’” and it is only then that I become an “Ego over against an other and can 

then say ‘we’” (Husserl 1989: 254). According to Zahavi, adopting a we-perspective is a matter of 

finding the right balance between preserving difference and foregrounding sameness. Further, and 

not unlike Buber, Husserl emphasizes that the preservation of interpersonal difference is a crucial 

precondition for any genuine or authentic community:  
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The individuality of souls means an unbridgeable separation – thus a being-different-

than-the-other (Anders-sein) and a being-external-to-one-another (Aussereinander-sein) 

(in a logical not a spatial sense) […] this separation does not preclude that the monads 

“coincide” (sich “decken”), in other words, it does not prevent them from being able to 

be in community with one another, and indeed, this separation is the condition of 

possibility of such [coincidence and community]. (Husserl 1973b: 335)  

While the formation of a We, in Husserl’s account, does not in any way require the obliteration of all 

interpersonal differences, he nevertheless seems to argue that the process of identifying with a group 

cannot get off the ground if individual differences feature too prominently; rather, to successfully 

attain a we-perspective, as Zahavi argues, it is necessary to de-emphasize difference in favor of 

sameness: “[…] we can only come to adopt a we-perspective and group-identify, i.e., come to think 

of and experience ourselves as one of us, if the difference between self and others is present but 

somewhat downplayed. This is precisely what happens when one comes to experience and adopt the 

other’s perspective on oneself” (Zahavi 2019: 255f.).  

 As should be clear by now, Husserl develops a specific conceptual link between the second-

person singular and the first-person plural perspective that differs quite significantly from Buber’s 

account. According to Husserl, it is only by relating to and addressing another as a You that one 

comes to experience a dimension of oneself that is not readily available outside social relations: one 

comes to see oneself through the eyes of the other and attains a conception of oneself that is enriched 

by the other’s perspective. More particularly, with regard to the formation of a We, the I-Thou relation 

serves the purpose of accentuating the similarities between myself and another, which in turn 

facilitates the process of seeing oneself as part of a We.  

 As the foregoing discussion demonstrates, the I-Thou relation is a more multifaceted 

phenomenon than is often assumed. Depending on which particular aspect is emphasized, it can either 
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be seen as a relation in which the similarities between self and other are enhanced (Husserl), or a 

relation which allows for a confrontation with particularity and otherness (Buber). Yet, alongside the 

shared presupposition that the I-Thou relation plays an important role in the formation of a We, Buber 

and Husserl seem to arrive at rather different conceptions of what it means to identify with a group: 

while Husserl highlights the importance of a heightened sense of similarity, Buber stresses the aspect 

of engaging with the other’s particularity. How can one arbitrate between these two approaches? 

While it has been argued that some of Husserl’s ideas align with the current conceptualization of 

group-identification (Zahavi 2019: 256), and in particular with Turner’s self-categorization theory 

(Turner et al. 1987), I suggest that Buber’s account resonates with certain ideas found in the so-called 

“identity-fusion theory,” a theory of how individuals come to align themselves with a group which 

has been largely neglected in the current philosophical debate. 

5. Two forms of Group-alignment  

5.1 Group-Identification  

For the last three decades, the social identity perspective has dominated both psychological and 

philosophical accounts of group formation. One of the main assumptions underlying the social 

identity perspective concerns the distinction between personal and social identity.10 The main idea is 

that people derive their self-concept not merely from the unique idiosyncratic properties which 

distinguish them from others, but also from membership in social groups. In the classic formulation 

provided by Tajfel and Turner, social identity consists “of those aspects of an individual’s self-image 

 
 

10 This usage of the concept of “personal identity” is to be distinguished from how the term has been applied in philosophy. 
Philosophical discussions of “personal identity” are often concerned with the issue of self-continuity, i.e. the question of 
whether the person I was 20 years ago and the person I am today are numerically identical or whether the earlier and the 
later being are not one but two (cf. Olson 2019). 
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that derive from the social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel and Turner 

1979: 40). In this account, whenever one thinks and perceives of oneself as part of a group, as a “We” 

or an “Us,” personal identity recedes in favor of social identity (Turner et al. 1994: 454). The idea 

that identification with a group entails a shift from personal to social identity has been further 

conceptualized by self-categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987), a sub-theory of the social identity 

perspective. In contrast to earlier accounts of the social group, which focused, for example, on 

phenomena such as interpersonal liking (or “attraction”), self-categorization theory proposes a 

reconceptualization of the social group as based on the cognitive processes of self-categorization and 

depersonalization (see e.g. Hogg 1987). Depersonalization is considered to be the basic mechanism 

that drives group-identification insofar as it involves the process of “‘self-stereotyping’ whereby 

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 et al. 1987: 50).  

Depersonalization affects not only one’s self-perception, but also one’s perception of fellow 

group members: just as I no longer see myself as a person with a unique personality but as 

exemplifying, to a greater or lesser degree, the prototypical characteristics of a social group, so are 

other ingroup members seen – in a highly selective manner – through the lens of group-membership. 

In Hogg and Terry’s account, “[t]argets are no longer represented as unique individuals but, rather, 

as embodiments of the relevant prototype,” which is described as “a process of depersonalization” 

(Hogg and Terry 2000: 123). More precisely, as Taipale has recently argued, other group members 

are selectively targeted in at least two distinct ways: not only does one overlook another’s social 

features and social roles, but also “irrelevant peculiarities in the target members’ group membership 

(e.g., their partial deficiencies, unique stylistic features, and so on)” (Taipale 2019: 233). In fact, it 

has been shown that preferential liking of fellow group members, often conceptualized in terms of 

“attraction,” is a direct function of the extent to which they exhibit prototypical characteristics of the 
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group (Hogg and Hardie 1991). It is not difficult to see certain parallels between this proposal and 

Husserl’s account. As Zahavi has recently demonstrated, the two approaches converge on the idea 

that identification with a group requires the act of self-stereotyping (Turner) or self-alienation 

(Husserl), where individual differences are de-emphasized and similarities accentuated (Zahavi 2019: 

256). 

 If group-identification as described by self-categorization theory represented the only way of 

aligning oneself with a group, then there would clearly be no room for Buber’s account in 

contemporary discussions of the We. In fact, one might easily criticize his approach for being 

essentially one-sided in its overemphasis on interpersonal particularity at the cost of properly 

recognizing the role of shared commonalities for the emergence of a We, and thus for envisioning, as 

one critic puts it, “little more than a romantic, even mythological account of social being” (Cohen 

2004: 248). Even if one does not side with Cohen’s interpretation, it is true that the lines between 

descriptive and normative statements – how we de facto relate to one another and how we ought to 

relate to one another – cannot always be neatly drawn in Buber’s thought. Especially if we consider 

the historical circumstances at the time of his writings, it would not seem too far-fetched to argue that 

Buber provides us more with an ideal of community – one in which we all cherish and embrace each 

other’s individuality – rather than a description of social reality.11 However, as I shall show in what 

follows, such a critique can be countered if one considers more recent developments in social 

psychology. While Buber’s account does indeed seem to be incompatible with the currently dominant 

 
 

11 In fact, such a normative reading of Buber’s account brings to mind Seyla Benhabib’s “standpoint of the concrete 
other.” Her articulation of this standpoint reveals several parallels with Buber’s thought and his concern with the concrete 
and particular other: “In assuming this standpoint, we abstract from what constitutes our commonality and seek to 
understand the distinctiveness of the other. We seek to comprehend the needs of the other, their motivations, what they 
search for, and what they desire. Our relation to the other is governed by the norms of complementary reciprocity: each 
is entitled to expect and to assume from the other forms of behaviour through which the other feels recognized and 
confirmed as a concrete, individual being with specific needs, talents and capacities” (Benhabib 1986: 341). 
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account of group-identification as proposed by self-categorization theory, I suggest that it has some 

important parallels with the related construct of “identity fusion” (Swann et al. 2012).12  

5.2 Identity Fusion  

During the last decade, researchers have started to question the status of self-categorization theory as 

presenting a “one-size-fits-all” theory of group-alignment. Several studies have confirmed the 

existence of a different kind of group-alignment labeled “identity fusion.” (Swann et al. 2012; Swann 

and Buhrmester 2015). It is crucial to emphasize, however, that the account of group-identification 

proposed by social-categorization theory and identity-fusion theory are not competing, but rather 

complementary, accounts of what it can mean to feel a sense of belonging to a social group. In other 

words, proponents of identity-fusion theory are not attempting to replace the account of group-

identification proposed by self-categorization theory but question its status as an all-encompassing 

account. Let me at this point also introduce an important terminological differentiation. The term 

“group-identification” (as well as “identification”) is frequently used by identity-fusion theorists, not 

as a general term that is neutral with regard to the specific process of aligning oneself with a group, 

but as a label for the kind of group-alignment described by self-categorization theory. For the sake of 

clarity, I will from now on follow this terminological convention. 

Identity-fusion theorists have sought to conceptualize the mechanisms that underlie very tight-

knit communities, whose members often report a “visceral feeling of oneness” with the group (Swann 

et al. 2012: 441). Although concepts such as “oneness” and “fusion” easily evoke associations with 

crowd or mass behavior, in which the boundaries between self and other seem to be temporarily 

suspended, it is crucial to emphasize that “identity-fusion” theory describes a very different 

 
 

12 For a more comprehensive overview of the differences between group-identification and identity fusion, see Swann et 
al. 2012; Swann and Buhrmester 2015; Gómez et al. 2019.  
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phenomenon. It seeks to account for a form of group-alignment that is characterized by permeable 

boundaries between one’s personal and social self (Swann et al. 2012: 442). “Fused” individuals, in 

this sense, define themselves very much in terms of their group-membership, and report “feeling one” 

with or “immersed” in their group (Swann et al. 2012: 445; Gómez et al. 2011: 921). Yet, if the 

boundaries between personal and social identity become porous, this by no means entails a loss of 

self or personal agency. On the contrary, as Swann argues, fused persons retain a strong sense of 

personal agency to the extent that whenever they “enact pro-group activity, their actions reflect both 

their personal and social identities, working together by virtue of the porous borders that define them” 

(Swann et al. 2012: 443, 451). 

The difference between identity fusion and the more dominant theory of group-identification 

is not one of degree, but of kind – it is not merely “identification ‘on steroids’” (Fredman et al. 2015: 

470). This is most evident if we consider the so-called “relational ties principle” that lies at the core 

of identity-fusion theory (Swann et al. 2012: 443). As we have seen, self-categorization theory posits 

the mechanism of depersonalization as the very core of group-identification, i.e. subjects who 

“identify” themselves with a group come to see others as well as themselves not as idiosyncratic 

individuals but as bearers of prototypical ingroup features. However, for subjects who “fuse” with a 

group, the situation is different. They see others and themselves not merely through the lens of group-

membership, but recognize and value each other’s unique individual personalities: “Highly fused 

persons,” Swann argues, “will […] be predisposed to recognize the unique personal identities as well 

as social identities of fellow group members, allowing for ‘uniqueness-based’ as well as 

‘membership-based’ attraction,” resulting in “exceptionally strong relational ties” (Swann et al. 2012: 

443). This suggests, counter to the assumptions of group-identification theory, that perceiving another 

as a fellow group member does not necessarily require an abstraction from or downplaying of 
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another’s particularity; on the contrary, as Swann et al. demonstrate, recognizing the other’s particular 

and unique features can contribute to group-functioning by fostering relational ties.  

 The fact that “identity fusion” is different from group-identification is further supported by a 

study which investigates what it takes for an individual to abandon a group (Gómez et al. 2019). More 

specifically, Gómez et al. have investigated the effects of either weakening individuals’ ties to other 

group-members or weakening their ties to the group as a general category. As the authors show, 

group-identification decreased only in those cases where one’s relation to the group as such became 

questionable, while compromised ties between individual group members had no significant effect. 

In the case of identity fusion, however, the results were different. For participants who were 

previously categorized as being “fused” with a given group, their sense of group-membership was 

significantly weakened both when participants recalled situations which made them doubt their 

relationship to the group as a category, and in situations in which they questioned their relationship 

to fellow group members (Gómez et al. 2019: 5).  

 The similarities with Buber’s account seem fairly obvious. Both Buber and identity-fusion 

theorists opt for an account of group-alignment that is based both on the individual relation toward 

the group category as such, as well as toward individual members. For Buber, as we have seen 

previously, identifying with a group is not only a matter of identifying, of saying “We” with regard 

to the group as a group; it also requires that one recognizes and affirms each and every member as a 

concrete and particular being (cf. Buber 2002a: 73). Indeed, Buber’s idea that the essential We 

requires that one attend to the particularity and concreteness of other group members is supported by 

identity-fusion theory’s claim that “fused” individuals do not merely see others as more or less 

accurate representatives of the relevant ingroup prototype, as is the case in group-identification; 

rather, they are attentive to – and indeed value – other group members’ unique and particular features. 

There is a further parallel that is worth mentioning. As Buber goes on to argue, if the confrontation 
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with another group member’s concrete being raised feelings of alienation, there would be 

consequences if these feelings were to remain. If the other’s otherness were to undermine one’s sense 

of identification – if, as Buber puts it, knowledge of the other’s difference were to “permeate […] 

identification in a broad stream” – then the group itself would become of “questionable value” (Buber 

2002a: 73).13 Similarly, as studies conducted by Gómez et al. have demonstrated (2019), identity 

fusion is significantly weakened if the other’s behavior is felt to be alienating, whereas group-

identification seems to be unaffected by such events taking place at the level of interpersonal 

relations.  

5.3 Limitations  

One might raise an objection at this point that the theory of identity fusion covers a wide range of 

group-phenomena, not all of which seem to be of the kind that interested Buber. Indeed, research on 

identity fusion was originally motivated by the aim of understanding extreme forms of pro-group 

behavior such as terrorism or warfare – phenomena that could not be more remote from the kind of 

We Buber intended to describe (Swann et al. 2012: 452; Gómez et al. 2011: 918). While it is true that 

this negative evaluation of identity fusion was soon discarded in favor of a more neutral stance toward 

the phenomenon, which acknowledged that “fusion will be just as likely to lead to actions that are 

generally regarded as pro-social and beneficial (e.g. volunteerism, the heroic actions of Japanese 

nuclear plant workers after the 2011 tsunami) or as anti-social and harmful (crime, war, or terrorist 

 
 

13 Paradoxically, Buber seems to argue that attending to the concreteness of the other necessarily tends to undermine 
one’s identification with large anonymous groups such as the nation, which he refers to as the “public sphere of existence.” 
Indeed, it is difficult to avoid the impression that, for Buber, identifying with a nation, for instance, requires that one 
“wards off the concretion, the direction to actual persons” (Buber 2002a: 73) in order to (re-)establish identification. For 
example, Buber discusses the kind of enthusiastic mood that is sometimes sparked by historical events, and which makes 
one blind to all the otherness with which one is surrounded, fostering instead a certain familial feeling for strangers one 
encounters on the street. While a detailed discussion of this aspect of Buber’s account would go beyond the limits of this 
contribution, it seems that identification with a state, or a nation, is for Buber a clearly negative phenomenon that is 
incompatible with a stance that makes visible another’s concreteness and particularity. 
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activity)” (Swann et al. 2012: 452), it is still worth questioning whether the similarities outlined 

between Buber’s account and identity fusion might not be more apparent than real. To question this 

charge it is helpful to introduce a distinction that is frequently made by identity-fusion theorists: on 

the one hand, there exists local fusion, which accounts for the kind of group-alignment that occurs in 

small, face-to-face groups such as small bands of teammates; on the other hand, there is extended 

fusion, which concerns alignment with large and anonymous groups and does not typically involve 

any direct contact, such as aligning oneself with a nation (Swann et al. 2012: 443). As Swann et al. 

argue, the strong ties between group members that are typical of identity fusion develop differently 

depending on whether fusion is local or extended. With the former, such ties arise by virtue of direct 

face-to-face contact, whereas with the latter, such ties are merely projected onto the group in question; 

hence, the ties that are formed between group members of the latter kind are merely metaphorical 

rather than literal (Swann et al. 2012: 443). This distinction already makes it clear that Buber’s 

account of group-alignment, outlined above, bears similarities not with identity fusion tout court, but 

with fusion in its local form only. Most significantly, however, this demonstrates that local and 

extended fusion are two quite distinct phenomena: if other group members are cherished and valued 

for their particular and idiosyncratic features in local fusion, then in extended fusion any attention to 

concreteness and particularity gives way to a projection of sameness.  

Finally, let me be clear about the specific point I wish to make by comparing Buber’s essential 

We with local identity fusion. My aim is neither to demonstrate that Buber in any way anticipated the 

psychological construct of identity fusion, nor do I wish to argue that his account of the essential We 

should be identified with local identity fusion; rather, the comparison is intended to show that Buber’s 

account of communal being together, despite its often romantic and somewhat gnomic undertones, is 

not just an example of a normative philosophical theory that prescribes how we should relate to one 

another ideally. We have seen how one might arrive at this impression, due to the various ways in 
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which Buber’s account differs from the dominant theory of group-identification in both the 

philosophical and psychological literature. Instead, the comparison with identity fusion demonstrates 

that Buber’s descriptions illuminate an important aspect of social reality, providing a more 

differentiated picture of the various ways in which one can identify with and feel a sense of belonging 

to a social group.  

6. Conclusion 

Martin Buber’s social philosophy is notoriously underrepresented in the current debate on the first-

person plural, the We. In this paper I have aimed to rectify this neglect by dispelling two widespread 

preconceptions about Buber’s thought. First, I argued that Buber’s social philosophy is not limited to 

the relation between I and Thou, but includes an account of what he calls “the essential We.” As 

demonstrated at the beginning of this paper, Buber explicates these two conceptions – the essential 

relation, or I-Thou relation, and the essential We – in close engagement with the phenomenological 

tradition, and in particular with the works of Heidegger and Husserl. This should be particularly 

emphasized, given the tendency within the literature to accentuate the stark differences between 

Buber’s dialogical philosophy and Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology (cf. Stawarska 2009; 

Theunissen 1984). While there are considerable systematic differences between Buber’s and 

Husserl’s respective philosophical projects, it is worth recognizing that their thoughts on the 

interrelation between the second-person singular, the You, and the first-person plural, the We, 

converge in several respects. Not only do both highlight the importance of reciprocity and 

communication for the I-Thou relation, but they also emphasize the significance of relating to the 

other as a Thou for the formation of a genuine community. It also became clear, however, that 

different functions are assigned to the I-Thou relation in each of these accounts. While Husserl 

conceives of this relation as one that enhances the similarities between self and other and thereby 
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allows one to adopt a common we-perspective, Buber praises the I-Thou relation for making visible 

the other person’s particularity and otherness. Consequently, I have opted for an interpretation of the 

essential We as a kind of We in which one sees the other not only through the filter of a group-category 

but also embraces his or her idiosyncratic features. In opposition to the view that such a conception 

of the We is little more than a romantic fantasy, I have argued that it has interesting parallels with the 

recently developed construct of identity fusion (despite the unfortunate fact that the very label 

“identity fusion” suggests otherwise). As demonstrated in the latter part of this paper, what is common 

to both Buber’s essential We and local identity fusion is the fact that other group members are not 

merely seen as representatives of the ingroup prototype, but are attended to and valued for their 

concrete and idiosyncratic features.14 

 

 

 
 

14 This research was supported by the Independent Research Fund Denmark, as part of the project ‘You and We: Second-
person Engagement and Collective Intentionality’ (DFF – 7013-00032). I would like to thank Dan Zahavi, Felipe León 
and Thomas Szanto for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper.  
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Addressing and Being Addressed: Husserl on Communication and the 

Second Person Relation 

Abstract  

In recent years, several theorists have suggested that communication is crucial for establishing 

second-person relations. The aim of this essay is to assess to which extent Husserl’s writings on what 

he calls the ‘communicative community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft) can help illuminate an issue that 

is often implicitly assumed, but not systematically discussed in the current debate: the idea that 

communicative acts afford a specific kind of connection or connectedness between communicating 

subjects. In the first part of the article, I discuss, and eventually discard, Margaret Gilbert’s recent 

attempt to conceptualize basic communicative exchanges in terms of joint commitments, and thus as 

constituting a ‘we’, a fundamental kind of social group. In the second part, I contrast Gilbert’s account 

with Husserl’s little-known writings on the ‘communicative community’, in which he argues that the 

communicating subjects are bound together in an ‘I-Thou community’. In the final part of the paper, 

I interrogate, what it is for subjects to be part of such a community, by closely analyzing both the act 

of address and its uptake by the addressee. I advance the view that in addressing and uptake of address 

one engages in acts in which something significant is done ‘for’ the other, in a sense to be specified, 

which allows us to distinguish the emerging I-Thou or second-person relation from other 

intersubjective phenomena.    

 

Keywords: Communication; Husserl; Gilbert; the second-person relation; the we 
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1. Introduction 

What, if anything, changes in the relation between two subjects when they address each other by 

verbal or non-verbal means? This question shall serve as an entry point in order to interrogate a 

phenomenon that has attracted much attention in contemporary philosophical debates: the relation 

between an ‘I’ and a ‘you’ (or a ‘Thou’). In the last few years, an increasing number of theorists 

have discussed the issue of communication, in particular the practice of address, within the broader 

theoretical context of the second-person relation (Eilan, 2020; Zahavi, 2014, 2015, 2019; Haddock, 

2014; Lauer, 2014; Haase, 2014). The role of communication, however, has been conceptualized in 

different ways. For example, on a view defended by Zahavi, and informed by Husserl, “something 

momentous happens” when I turn toward and address the other as a you: one becomes “aware of 

oneself in the accusative as attended to or addressed by the other” (Zahavi, 2018, p. 746) by means 

of which one gains “interpersonal self-consciousness” (Zahavi, 2019, p. 255). Highlighting the self-

transformative character of communication is of great importance for different philosophical 

debates; in this article, however, I would like to scrutinize the communicative encounter from a 

different angle. Indeed, what is often implicit in many contemporary accounts is the idea that 

communication affords a specific kind of social connectedness between the involved subjects. For 

example, Eilan speaks of a “communicative connectedness” (Eilan, 2020, p. 8) that emerges when 

two subjects, who adopt attitudes of address towards each other. In this article, I want to explore in 

greater detail what it is about communication that facilitates such a connection, and how one should 

determine its character.  

In approaching this issue, I would like to draw on a philosophical resource that is still too 

little appreciated in the contemporary discussion: Husserl’s writings on what he calls the 

‘communicative community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft). While one can observe a growing 

awareness of the fact that Buber, one of Husserl’s contemporaries, discusses the role of 
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communication for what he referred to as the ‘I-Thou’ relation (see e.g. Eilan, 2020), it is not 

widely known that Husserl took up a similar task in his research manuscripts on intersubjectivity. 

The aim of this article is to demonstrate that Husserl’s phenomenology of the communicative 

community can help illuminate the specific kind of connection that arises between communicating 

subjects, and thus, can critically advance our current understanding of the second-person relation 

and how it differs from other intersubjective phenomena.  

The paper is set up as follows. In the first part, I discuss – and eventually dismiss – an account 

of communication recently suggested by Gilbert, who claims that already basic communicative acts 

such as greeting each another entail joint commitments of a special kind, and give rise to a ‘we’, a 

fundamental kind of social group. After outlining some of the problems such an account is faced with, 

I demonstrate in the second part of the paper that many of the questions Gilbert raises have already 

been addressed much earlier by Husserl in his writings on the ‘communicative community’ 

(Mitteilungsgemeinschaft). Appealing to this text, I argue, helps uncovering the specific kind of 

connectedness that is established between communicative subjects, which is characteristic not of we-

relations, but the I-Thou relation. What is distinctive of the I-Thou relation, I argue, is the intentional 

intertwinement of ‘I’ and ‘Thou’, by means of which an ‘I-Thou’ community, a ‘communicative 

community’ is established. This analysis, however, raises a further question: What is it for two 

subjects, an ‘I’ and a ‘Thou’ to be intentionally intertwined in such a way, i.e., what does it mean to 

be part of a communicative community? In the third part of the paper, I approach this question by 

taking cues from contemporary theorist Naomi Eilan, who suggests that relations of mutual address 

require an attitude of ‘confirmation’ or ‘acknowledgment’. In further developing this idea, I suggest 

to closely analyze both the act of address and its uptake by the addressee. Essentially, I shall argue 

that addressing and uptake of address are acts in which something significant is done for the other. 
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After explicating this idea, I outline the ramifications of such an account for our current understanding 

of second-person relations.  

2. Gilbert on Communication, Mutual Recognition and the ‘We’  

In a fairly recent, yet not much discussed piece on ‘Mutual Recognition and Related Phenomena’ 

(2011), Margaret Gilbert analyzes communicative exchanges of a very basic kind, ubiquitous in our 

ordinary lives: a brief chat with one’s neighbor about the weather, an exchange of looks with a 

stranger in a library, a few words directed at a fellow bus passenger, etc. Gilbert’s interest in these 

social phenomena, as she explains, was originally sparked by an idea that Charles Taylor articulated 

a few decades ago. On Taylor’s view, communication does not merely serve the function of 

conveying information from one person to another; rather, by verbal expression or gesture one creates 

what he terms a “public space”: “the crucial and highly obtrusive fact about language, and human 

symbolic communication in general”, Taylor claims, “is that it serves to found public space, that is, 

to place certain matters before us.” (Taylor, 1985, p. 259)1 That a certain matter p is in “public space”, 

or, as Taylor also puts it, is “entre nous” (Taylor, 1985, p. 264) is different from the situation in which 

p is common knowledge. By virtue of the fact that, say, two passengers in a train see each other 

sweating and wiping their faces, it becomes common knowledge between them that it is hot in the 

train carriage; yet something significant changes when A turns to B and utters ‘Whew, it’s hot!’. 

Clearly, no new information about the situation is conveyed since it is already known to both of them 

that the other feels hot. Rather, according to Taylor, the fact that it is hot is now placed in ‘public 

space’, it is ‘entre nous’ (Taylor, 1985, p. 259).   

 In her discussion of Taylor’s account, Gilbert aims to interrogate further what it really means  

 
 

1 Although Taylor is primarily concerned with the activity of speaking, I take it that the transformation he describes is not 
limited to linguistic expressions but can also be brought about through other modes of expression.  
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that something is “in public space”, or “entre nous” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 275). In order to better spell 

out the intersubjective processes at play, Gilbert reflects on a case that seems better suited to make 

visible the kind of transition conditioned by communicative acts (Gilbert, 2011, p. 275f.). Her 

example, which she labels the ‘Merton Street Library Case’, features person A sitting in a library 

reading a book, and person B who takes a seat opposite her. It is assumed that it is common knowledge 

between A and B that they are both sitting at the table. Now, A decides to look over to B in order to 

establish eye contact – A succeeds. They now look at each other, smile and nod. What happened?  

Gilbert’s analysis starts from the idea that the exchange gives rise to a specific kind of 

connection, or unity between both parties, which she articulates by appealing to the concept of joint 

commitments. Adopting the perspective of one of the interlocutors, Gilbert writes: “[…] I suggest 

that, crucially, this man and I made it the case that we were jointly committed to recognize as a body 

that he and I were co-present.” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 276) For anyone unfamiliar with Gilbert’s work, 

this claim will probably seem puzzling. But let us try to unpack the concept of ‘joint commitment’, 

which Gilbert originally introduced in order to describe paradigmatic joint actions such as going for 

a walk together. Two (or more) individuals are ‘jointly committed’ on her account, if they express 

readiness to participate in a joint action, such as going for a walk together. One might express such 

readiness in a variety of ways, e.g., by making an explicit verbal agreement, or by simply establishing 

eye contact, nodding etc. Joint commitments, however, are different from personal commitments in 

that they cannot be unilaterally established or rescinded (Gilbert, 2018b, p. 133). If two (or more) 

individuals are jointly committed to go for a walk together, then they have an obligation towards each 

other to act in accordance with the joint commitment. If one of them simply changes her mind, and 

does not show up, the other can rebuke her. Further, the adverbial phrase “as a body” in the above 

formulation is invoked by Gilbert in order to articulate the requirement that both parties, A and B, act 

as a unified entity. To say that A and B “are jointly committed to recognize that p as a body” means 
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that they “are jointly committed to emulate as far as possible, by virtue of their several actions with 

respect to one another, a single, embodied individual that recognizes that p.” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 276, 

cf. 2018a, p. 258)2 This implies that both A and B are committed to act as if they were “of one mind” 

with regard to p (Gilbert, 2011, p. 277). Let’s apply this to the Merton Street Library Case. By virtue 

of establishing eye contact and nodding, A and B, Gilbert argues, manifest readiness to jointly 

acknowledge the fact that they were both present at the table (cf. Gilbert, 1992, p. 218). Being jointly 

committed in this way means that each of them is obliged to engage in public actions through which 

they recognize that they are or were co-present at the time in question (Gilbert, 2011, p. 277).  

 This analysis has important implications. For one, Gilbert argues that individuals who jointly 

commit to recognize as a body each other’s co-presence fulfill the conditions of what she calls ‘mutual 

recognition’: “[T]wo or more people mutually recognize one another”, she argues, “if each of them 

is currently present in a given place and they jointly commit themselves to recognize as a body that 

fact.”3 (Gilbert, 2018c, p. 227) Thus, what happens between A and B when they catch each other’s 

eyes, and nod at each other, is the instantaneous occurrence of mutual recognition. Crucially, Gilbert 

goes on to suggest that any two or more individuals who recognize each other in this way form a 

“fundamental kind of social group” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 279). Although this group is different from 

other groups in lacking common values or goals, it provides the basis upon which all other kinds of 

groups can emerge (Gilbert, 2011, p. 279). How plausible is this analysis?  

 
 

2 It might seem to be the case that there is an important difference between claiming that (a) A and B are committed to 
act “as a body” and (b) the claim that A and B are committed to emulate “a single, embodied individual”. I take it, 
however, that the latter is a rather unfortunate expression which should be taken metaphorically, at best, expressing the 
fact that A and B should act as a unity, or as if they were “one”.  
3 Surprisingly, Gilbert’s notion of mutual recognition is hardly discussed in the contemporary literature, with the exception 
of (León & Zahavi, 2019) and (Butterfill, 2017) 
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2.1 Critical Assessment of Gilbert’s Account  

Gilbert’s analysis is centered around the claim that a specific kind of joint commitment – the joint 

commitment to recognize as a body one another’s co-presence – is formed between two persons when 

they engage in basic communicative actions such as nodding and smiling towards another. There are 

reasons to doubt, however, whether an appeal to the concept of joint commitments is the best way to 

explicate the relation that emerges through communicative acts. Let me illustrate one such worry by 

focusing on an aspect of Gilbert’s conception of joint commitments that is often considered to be a 

merit of her account yet turns out to be problematic in the cases presented above.  

One central feature of Gilbert’s account is the idea that once a joint commitment is formed, 

the parties are required to refrain from actions that will violate what they jointly committed to do. For 

example, if you and I enter a joint commitment to make dinner together, but the only thing I do is sit 

on the couch and read the newspaper leaving you with all the work to do, you will feel that I wronged 

you and that I owe you an apology, at the least. By virtue of being jointly committed to make dinner 

together, both parties “owe one another future conforming actions” (Gilbert, 2014, p. 120); indeed, if 

one person breaks off from the action they jointly committed themselves to do, one has  “the standing 

to rebuke” him or her. (Gilbert, 2007, p. 155). According to Gilbert, the same holds true for the 

Merton Street Library Case: “[…] the joint commitment there established”, she argues, “required 

among other things that if I were to see the man in question again, on a later occasion, I do not say to 

him ‘You were in the library, then?’ in a surprised tone.” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 277) Consequently, if 

person A were to utter these words, then B would be entitled to rebuke her for doing so.  

It is not clear to me, however, whether such a claim is intuitively plausible. Let us further 

develop Gilbert’s original example and assume that there was no further contact between A and B in 

the library except for the act of greeting and that A left shortly after. A couple of days later, B sees A 

in front of the library and approaches her by saying: “The other day in the library, what were you 
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reading?” Let us further stipulate that A is not at all in a mood to strike up a conversation with B, 

basically a stranger whom she greeted a few days ago. So, she replies something along the following 

lines: “Well, I don’t think we have met before, and I also need to leave now, so please excuse me.” 

The crucial question now is: Would B be warranted in rebuking A for this reply, just as one would be 

entitled to rebuke another for breaking off from a joint action like preparing dinner together? 

Certainly, A’s behavior would provide B with reasons to make negative judgments about A: he might 

think that she is arrogant, impolite, that she has a faulty character, or perhaps has a really bad memory. 

However, there is at least reason to doubt whether A’s choice not to acknowledge their prior encounter 

provides B with the right to properly rebuke her, just as one would rebuke another for violating the 

joint commitment to prepare dinner together. Is there not a sense in which the (first) encounter 

between A and B is simply too fleeting, too insignificant to ground proper future obligations that both 

parties need to safeguard? The fact that it is not entirely clear whether a rebuke is an appropriate 

reaction, thus raises significant doubts as to whether the mere act of greeting was sufficient to bring 

forth joint commitments and, thus, the emergence of a social group or a ‘we’. Of course, this problem 

could be avoided by adopting a much thinner notion of joint commitments; however, adopting such 

a deflationary account would potentially undermine the strong conceptual link Gilbert wishes to draw 

between joint commitments and the emergence of a ‘we’, a social group.  

Although I agree with Gilbert’s intuition that communicative acts afford a specific kind of 

social connection between subjects, I find it problematic to conceptualize this connection in terms of 

joint commitments. In the following section, I would like to contrast Gilbert’s analysis with an 

account that seeks to answer a similar set of questions, yet which has been unduly, in my view, 

neglected in the contemporary debate: Husserl’s writings on what he coins the ‘communicative 

community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft) (Husserl, 1973a). An investigation of this concept, I argue, 

not only helps to bring into focus the peculiar kind of connectedness that emerges through 
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communicative acts; in further consequence, Husserl’s writings will also allow us to further develop 

Gilbert’s claim that communicative exchanges of the kind presented above give rise to, what she 

labels, ‘mutual recognition’, yet without any appeal to joint commitments.  

3. Husserl on the ‘Communicative Community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft)  

Although Husserl discusses the phenomenon of communication already in his Logical 

Investigations4, it is only in later writings such as Ideas II, ‘Gemeingeist I’ and ‘II’ (Husserl, 1973c), 

and ‘Phänomenologie der Mitteilungsgemeinschaft’ (Husserl, 1973a) that he investigates the 

intersubjective dimension of communicative acts. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to argue that Husserl 

came to consider communication to lie at the very origin of sociality, as the following passage shows:   

To the foundation of sociality belongs a multi-layered activity on my part and appresented 

by the counterpart: being directed towards the other with the intention to motivate him to 

certain acts, and motivate him through my addressing him, through announcing my 

intention in talking, and through motivating him […] to understand my speech, my 

turning to him as such. (Husserl, 1973a, p. 475) 

In the very same text, dating back to the spring of 1932, Husserl offers a detailed account of the very 

structure of communicative acts, which illuminate why and in which sense communication is to play 

such a crucial role in social life. Not surprisingly, then, Husserl is concerned with a question similar 

to the one that Gilbert (and Taylor) tackle in their respective accounts: What changes in the relation 

between two subjects when communication takes place? While Gilbert contrasts the communicative 

 
 

4 For a detailed account of Husserl’s early theory of communication see (Averchi, 2018).  
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situation with a case in which it is common knowledge between the subjects that they are co-present, 

Husserl articulates a relevantly similar distinction, yet appealing to the concept of empathy.  

 In the course of his discussion, Husserl describes several different ways of being intentionally 

directed towards another, of which the following three are crucial.5 First, consider the case in which 

I am thematically aware of another, without this person being aware of me in return. This is a case of 

uni-directional empathy (Husserl, 1973a, p. 471). If the other now also becomes aware of me, such 

that we are both aware of being attended to by the other, we have a case of reciprocal empathy. Yet, 

despite the fact that Husserl describes such a situation as one in which I and the other are not merely 

next-to-each other, but “for-one-another” (Füreinander) (Husserl, 1973a, p. 471), it is only by means 

of communication that a special kind of relation is brought about:  

What now that reciprocal, active empathy is established? Thereby no social unity, no 

communicative [unity], no actual I-Thou nexus is established […]  What is still missing 

is the intention and will of manifestation (Kundgebung) – the specific act of 

communication, which, in establishing a community, is called communicatio in Latin. 

(Husserl, 1973a, p. 472f.)  

As Husserl argues in this passage, the act of communication crucially transforms the relation between 

two subjects and gives rise to the I-Thou relation – an important thread in the fabric of our social life, 

which risks being neglected in Gilbert’s account (Husserl, 1973c, p. 167). 6 While Husserl makes it 

clear that such a relation presupposes reciprocal empathy (Husserl, 1973a, p. 473, 1973b, p. 98, 1996, 

 
 

5 A more detailed overview of the various forms an empathic relation can take is provided by (Zahavi, 2019, p. 254). 
6 It is important to note that empathy does not in and by itself give rise to the I-Thou relation, as is sometimes assumed in 
the literature, when e.g. Walsh claims that “empathy is the form of experience whereby we directly encounter others – 
the I-Thou relation […]” (Walsh, 2020, p. 24) , or when Szanto argues that “empathy typically amounts to dyadic I-Thou 
relations (Ich-Du-Beziehungen)” (Szanto, 2016, p. 150). Empathy is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for the 
emergence of an I-Thou relation; what is further required is communication.     
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p. 137), the communicating subjects are no longer merely ‘for-each-other’, but are fundamentally 

intertwined; they are, in Husserl’s words, “within-each-other” (Ineinander) (Husserl, 1973a, p. 477).7 

Indeed, according to Husserl, communication gives rise to a specific kind of “unification” that he 

describes in the following way:  

In addressing and taking up the address, me and another I reach a first unification. I am 

not only for myself, and the other is not only another in front of me, but the other is my 

Thou, and in addressing, listening, and replying we form a We that is unified, 

communalized in a specific way. (Husserl, 1973a, p. 476) 

The fact that Husserl explicitly speaks about “a We” that emerges through communicative acts might 

perhaps nourish speculations as to whether Husserl is not actually defending a view quite similar to 

Gilbert’s; yet, as I shall demonstrate in the following, Husserl points towards a particular kind of 

unification or communalization that characterizes the social relation that exists between an ‘I’ and a 

‘you’ (or ‘Thou’), which does not yet amount to a We.  

By virtue of which features do communicative acts establish a relation, qualitatively different 

from those established by various forms of empathy? Husserl is very clear that the joining together 

instituted by communicative acts is not a function of the content that is communicated but is rooted 

in the intentional structure of the communicative act itself. His analysis builds upon the idea that 

persons can exert a kind of “motivational power” upon each other that is radically distinct from the 

way e.g. inanimate objects impact us (Husserl, 1989, p. 202). While physical objects influence a 

person’s behavior in the form of mere stimuli, as e.g. a repulsive item occasions one to keep out of 

its way (Husserl, 1989, p. 202), human beings exercise a more “‘immediate’ personal effect” 

 
 

7 For a much more detailed discussion of Husserl’s notion of ‘Ineinandersein’ see (Moran, 2016, 2017). 
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(Husserl, 1989, p. 202) upon each other by means of communicative acts, or so called “social acts” – 

“acts in which the Ego turns to others and in which the Ego is conscious of these others as one’s 

towards which it is turning, and ones which, furthermore, understand this turning, perhaps adjust their 

behavior to it and reciprocate by turning toward that Ego in acts of agreement or disagreement, etc.” 

(Husserl, 1989, p. 204, cf. 1973c, p. 184f.) What is characteristic of social or communicative acts, 

thus, is the fact that the target of one’s act is aware of one’s wish to motivate him to a certain act, or 

will. This is different from, e.g. cases of suggestion (Suggestion), in which one seeks to 

manipulatively determine, or influence, another’s behavior, without the target being in any way aware 

of this influence (Husserl, 1973c, p. 184). 

The notion of ‘social acts’ is more commonly associated with the work of Reinach, Husserl’s 

assistant in Göttingen, who coined this term in his 1913 monograph Die Grundlagen des bürgerlichen 

Rechts.8 What is special about social acts such as promising or commanding, he argues, is the fact 

that such acts cannot be successfully executed by one party only; rather, they are ‘in need of uptake’ 

(vernehmungsbedürftig) by their addressee (Reinach, 2012, p. 19). As Reinach elaborates, one cannot 

promise something to another, unless the target of one’s promise becomes aware of one’s act. If this 

condition is not fulfilled, then these acts fail to fulfill their purpose – “[t]hey are like thrown spears 

which fall to the ground without hitting their target.” (Reinach, 2012, p. 19) It seems to be precisely 

this idea that Husserl articulates in ‘Phänomenologie der Mitteilungsgemeinschaft’: in 

communicative acts “[m]y wish to communicate, i.e. my act with its meaning, reaches into the other, 

by virtue of the other carrying out the activity of appropriation (Zueignung), of engaged listening 

 
 

8 As Mulligan explains, Reinach’s theory of social acts bears not only significant similarities with Austin’s speech act 
theory, but also with the much lesser known account of ‘social acts of mind’ proposed by the Scottish philosopher Thomas 
Reid in his Essays on the Active Powers of the Human Mind from 1788 (Mulligan, 1987).  



 96 

(eingehendes Zuhören)” (Husserl, 1973a, p. 475).9,10 While Husserl leaves open what exactly is 

entailed by this “activity of appropriation”, or what “engaged listening” amounts to, his analysis 

nevertheless reveals a peculiar bi-partite structure of communicative acts. When I address someone 

“I am not only carrying out certain acts, and I am not only understood by the other as someone 

carrying out these acts”; rather, what is crucial is that “my act-accomplishment (Aktvollzug) motivates 

a certain co-accomplishment (Mitvollzug) in the other”, in the form of uptake, of “engaging with the 

intention expressed therein (Akte des die Mitteilung Aufnehmens, auf das Absehen der Mitteilung 

Eingehens) (Husserl, 1973a, p. 476). 

This analysis sheds light on an important aspect of Husserl’s account, which concerns his 

description of the relation that emerges between the communicating subjects, that he names “I” and 

“Thou”. If one’s communicative act is ‘taken up’ by the addressee, in a sense yet to be specified, then 

a special kind of intentional interlocking is achieved between the two, they reach a “coincidence” 

(Ich-Du-Deckung): “[I]n the I-Thou-community the I, as the I of specific acts and another I, as the I 

of specific correlative acts are connected, both I’s are in an I-coincidence just like a double-I, from 

which harmonious and non-harmonious acts emanate.” (Husserl, 1973a, p. 476) It is important to 

distinguish the connection that is established between the interlocutors from a factual agreement 

between them. As Husserl claims, the connection that arises between speaker and listener functions 

as the foundation for both agreement and disagreement, affirmation and rejection:  

 
 

9 While Husserl frequently refers to linguistic acts as paradigmatic acts of communication, he makes it clear that there 
are different ways in which one can exert a motivational impact on another person: one might direct words to another, 
one might make use of gestures, but one might also carry out any other “externally visible, noticeable act, which is suitable 
to awaken the awareness in the other, that I have the intention to express something to him.” (Husserl, 1973c, p. 167).  
10 For a more detailed account of how Husserl’s description of communicative or social acts relates to Reinach’s account 
of social acts see (Salice & Uemura, 2018).  
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Yet also the ‘against-each-other’, the negating, rejecting behaviour is a behaviour not 

within the next-to-each-other, but within the in-one-another of act-I and act-I. The wish 

that I direct at the other, is received, in wishing, I reach into the other […] but only insofar 

as I am already in the other with my wish, only insofar as he has received my wish, can I 

experience rejection. (Husserl, 1973a, p. 477)  

Communication, in other words, creates a nexus of intentional acts, a coincidence of I and Thou, from 

which both harmonious and non-harmonious acts emanate. Although Husserl argues that the 

coincidence of I’s reaches its peak in cases in which one’s act is not only taken up but fulfilled by 

another, e.g. by an act of agreement, he nevertheless considers antagonistic encounters in which we 

are ‘against-each-other’ as cases in which I and another are ‘within-one-another’, are intentionally 

intertwined, instead of being merely ‘next-’ or ‘for-each other’ (Husserl, 1973a, p. 477). In fact, it is 

precisely this point that distinguishes the I-Thou relation from what he calls a ‘practical community 

of will’ (‘praktische Willensgemeinschaft’) (Husserl, 1973c, p. 169), which is characterized by an 

interlocking of volitions, by a unity of will and which establishes a proper ‘We’, a social group, in 

the first place.11 Thus, on the account we find in Husserl, the connection or togetherness that arises 

between two interlocutors is grounded in the intentional interlocking or interweaving of 

communicative acts, in the interplay between address and uptake of address – irrespective of the 

content that is communicated.  

With this analysis we have made an important step in uncovering the specific kind of relation 

that emerges between communicating subjects; in the following section, however, I would like to 

 
 

11 As has recently been argued, Husserl’s concept of the ‘practical community of will’, in which subjects stand in mutual 
agreement with each other, bears significant similarities to Gilbert’s joint commitment account of social groups (see 
Szanto, 2016, p. 157; Petranovich, 2017, p. 181f.; Caminada, 2011, p. 66f.). 
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take Husserl’s analysis a step further in order to interrogate in more detail what it is for subjects to be 

intentionally intertwined with another, to be part of a ‘communicative community’, or an ‘I-Thou 

community’ (Husserl, 1973a, p. 476). In answering this question, I would like to take up again a 

theme that appeared in our discussion of Gilbert: the claim that the communicative encounter gives 

rise to, what Gilbert labels, ‘mutual recognition’. Although we have seen that Gilbert defines this 

concept largely in terms of joint commitments, it is crucial to note that other contemporary theorists 

such as Eilan (2020) have invoked similar terms to describe the relation that emerges through 

communicative acts, appealing to concepts such as ‘confirmation’, ‘recognition’ or 

‘acknowledgment’. Let me in the following briefly sketch Eilan’s account, before outlining in which 

ways Husserl’s analysis can further advance such a view.   

4. Communication and Social Connectedness  

4.1 Eilan’s Account 

In a recent article on ‘Other I’s, communication, and the second person’ (2020), Eilan proposes an 

account of second-person relations that converges in several respects with Husserl’s conception. 

Eilan’s argumentative aim, however, is different insofar as she is primarily concerned with the 

problem of other minds, i.e., how we come to know about the existence of other I’s. Although I will 

not go into any detail with regard to this question, her proposed answer in terms of communication 

and the second-person relation is of quite some relevance for our discussion.  

On the account Eilan proposes, our awareness of other self-conscious creatures, other ‘I’s’ is 

fundamentally rooted in our capacity to stand in communicative relations with them – or what she 

describes as second-person relations (Eilan, 2020, p. 1). For such a relation to be established, she 

claims, two subjects have to “adopt attitudes of mutual address” (Eilan, 2020, p. 14) towards one 

another, by means of which a distinctive form of “communicative connectedness” (Eilan, 2020, p. 8) 
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emerges. This kind of connectedness, she argues, is not merely due to the fact that the involved 

subjects signal to one another that “channels of communication are open” (Eilan, 2020, p. 8); rather, 

what is more significant is the fact that both subjects relate to one another in the very same way – as 

a ‘you’ (Eilan, 2020, p. 13). As she elaborates, thinking about another as a ‘you’ requires that one 

treats the other “as both addressor and addressee” (Eilan, 2020, p. 14). What does such a treatment 

entail? Relying on the work of Buber, yet also appealing to thinkers from other traditions, Eilan argues 

as follows:  

But what is it to treat someone as addressor and addressee? […]  [F]ully registering the 

other’s first-person perspective, her ‘I’, when I am aware of her as a ‘you’, requires 

adopting an attitude of ‘confirmation’ towards her. There is much that goes into this 

notion, but it bears a close family resemblance to Cavell’s appeal to ‘acknowledgment’ 

and to others’, including Fichte’s and Hegel’s, appeal to ‘recognition’. In common with 

these, confirmation includes recognition of, and respect for the other’s autonomy, 

freedom and so forth. (Eilan, 2020, p. 18) 

In this passage, Eilan gestures towards the idea that standing in relations of mutual address with 

another entails respect and recognition for the other as a free and autonomous agent. Eilan, however, 

does not further develop this claim, and, thus, it remains rather elusive in which sense addressing 

another and being addressed in return entails that one recognizes and is recognized as a free and 

autonomous agent. In the following section, based on Husserl’s description of communicative acts, I 

would like to make a claim that not only supports but further advances such a view. By means of a 

close analysis of what it is to address and to take up another’s address, I shall argue that 

communication grounds a relation in which ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ do something for each other, in a sense 

yet to be specified.  
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4.2 The Act of Address  

What does it mean for a subject to address another? It would be misleading to claim that Husserl’s 

writings do provide ready-made answers to this question, but they give us important cues in order to 

construe a satisfying account. As argued previously, what Husserl considers to be particularly special 

about communicative or “social” acts is not so much the fact that one seeks to determine the other to 

engage in certain actions; rather, what is truly characteristic of such acts is that the target of one’s act 

is also aware that it is me who wishes to determine her in such a way. This point has also been 

emphasized by Overgaard, in his comparison of Husserl’s and Levinas’ respective account of social 

relations: “[T]ruly social acts”, he writes, “are the kind of acts where I – at the same time as I make 

the other person do something, announcing her death sentence to her, or whatever – also let her know 

that I want her to do this, or that I am telling her this. It is thus characteristic of what Husserl calls 

social acts that I put myself on the line too.” (Overgaard, 2003, p. 129) To address another, he 

continues, means “standing forth”, “announcing to her first of all (regardless of whatever else one is 

saying) the act of turning towards her.” (Overgaard, 2003, p. 129). At the same time, however, 

emphasizing the fact that social or communicative acts exhibit the addressor in this very role, does 

not settle the question of just why this makes social or communicative acts so special. More 

concretely, why and in which sense is it the case, as Overgaard argues, that one “puts oneself on the 

line” by addressing another?  

One promising way to approach this question is to contrast the situation of talking to someone 

with the situation of talking about someone. There is a brief discussion in Michael Theunissen’s well-

known work The Other, that nicely illustrates the difference between these two situations. According 

to Theunissen, the situation of the one being-talked-about is one of discursive inequality, at least if 

compared to the position of the one talked-to. The speakers, or addressors, he argues, elevate 

themselves above and beyond the person they are talking about by relegating him or her into a 
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discursive object – quite independently of the conversation’s character, be it pejorative, neutral or 

affirmative. While being talked-about condemns the subject to a position of “subordination that is 

fixating” (Theunissen, 1984, p. 298), a position characterized by a sense of powerlessness, the 

situation of the addressee, Theunissen claims, is radically different. Essentially, by being talked-to, 

the addressee is free to exercise her freedom:  

Still, the action of the partner, as the accomplishment of his freedom, cannot be projected 

by me. The more questionable my question is, the more decisively the answer brings me 

something new, something abrupt, something unforeseen. If I knew already what the 

Other was going to say to me, I would not ask. (Theunissen, 1984, p. 299)  

The act of address, on Theunissen’s account, creates space for the unexpected: a question which is 

answered in a different way than one previously thought, a piece of information which is received in 

a surprising way.  

Further, it seems to me that the relevant difference between these two positions – being talked-

to and being talked-about – reveals itself precisely in those situations in which the person talked-

about is not merely silently witnessing what is happening but is actually speaking up. In the latter 

case, there is a clear sense in which it is solely upon the person talked-about to establish a certain 

parity between herself and the other speaker(s) by raising her voice. The burden to raise her voice 

although she is neither asked, nor expected to speak lies solely upon her. If the person talked-about 

has to put herself into a position where she can demonstrate resistance to the claims that are being 

made, in the case of the addressee it is someone else who does this for her: the addressor. By 

addressing another, I am providing her with the opportunity to resist what is being said. Of course, 

the kind of resistance that is relevant in this context often comes in a subtle way: the addressee might 

reject a wish that is directed at her, might refuse to answer a question posed to her, etc. In all of these 
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cases, however, it is the addressor who provides the other with the opportunity to enact his or her 

independence. Addressing another, in other words, creates space for the addressee to demonstrate 

resistance and independence, a space that the addressor opens up for him or her.12 This analysis, I 

suggest, provides a feasible context for understanding the claim, as presented previously, that by 

addressing another one essentially ‘stands forth’ and ‘puts oneself on the line’ (Overgaard, 2003, p. 

129). According to the account just sketched, one puts oneself on the line precisely in the sense that 

addressing another incurs a certain risk: the risk of being rejected, of being surprised, of being 

confronted with the unexpected.13 Further, the description provided also allows us to concretize the 

suggestion that has been made by Eilan (and Gilbert), that the communicative encounter gives rise to 

mutual recognition, confirmation or acknowledgment. According to the view I propose, it is precisely 

in and through the act of address that one provides the other with the very possibility to exercise his 

or her freedom and autonomy. To be sure, this claim does neither imply that the other could not also 

exert his or her freedom on his or her own; nor the idea that this could happen only inside a 

communicative relation; instead, the point I want to make here is that act of address is unlike other 

acts in creating space for the addressee, indeed inviting the addressee, to demonstrate his or her free 

and autonomous nature.  

 
 

12 It is important to emphasize that this argument is not limited to verbal forms of communication. In terms of providing 
the addressee with space to show independence, there is no principled difference between directing a verbal act of address 
towards the other, e.g. saying ‘Hi!’, and waving to her; or between saying to another ‘Look, there’s a small deer over 
there’, and silently pointing towards it. 
13 In fact, Overgaard draws an interesting parallel between Husserl’s account of social acts and Levinas’ description of 
the face-to-face relation. Consider e.g. the following passage from Totality and Infinity: “The other is maintained and 
confirmed in his heterogeneity as soon as one calls upon him, to classify him as sick, to announce to him his death 
sentence; at the same time as grasped, wounded, outraged, he is ‘respected’” (Levinas, 1969, p. 69). According to 
Overgaard, Levinas’ notion of the ‘face-to-face’ relation and Husserl’s notion of ‘social acts’ converge on the idea that 
confronting the other, turning towards the other instead of merely observing him or her or acting upon him or her is “the 
social relation par excellence” (Overgaard, 2003, p. 130). 
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 Communicative exchanges, however, cannot simply be reduced to the alternation of acts of 

address. What is further crucial, as we have seen previously, is the addressee’s act of uptake. Thus, 

what is it for the addressor to have his or her act of address taken up by the addressee?  

4.3 Taking up Another’s Act of Address 

Several of Husserl’s formulations suggest that the act of uptake (Aufnahme, sometimes also 

Übernahme14), at least with regard to spoken language, presupposes but cannot be reduced to merely 

hearing what the other is saying. What is further needed is that the addressee understands what is 

being communicated (Husserl, 1973a, p. 475), and conceives of him- or herself as an addressee, i.e. 

as the target of another’s communicative act (Husserl, 1973a, p. 474). In addition, the fact that the 

other is not merely hearing what is being said, but is listening in an “engaged” manner (eingehendes 

Zuhören) must become transparent in the communicative situation:  

The communication as such is taken on (übernommen), is taken up (aufgenommen). My 

wish to communicate (Mitteilenwollen) […] reaches into the appresented other, by virtue 

of the other carrying out the activity of appropriation (Zueignung), of engaged listening 

(eingehendes Zuhören) – which evinces itself for me in the understanding of the other as 

a listener, evinces itself on the basis of an outer behavior of the other which ‘expresses’ 

[the act of] listening in the first sense. (Husserl, 1973a, p. 475)  

Taking up another’s act of address, thus, amounts to more than the mere performance of mental acts; 

what is further required is a certain kind of bodily comportment that ‘expresses’ the fact that one is 

listening. Instead of limiting such an outer behavior to specific expressive gestures or facial features, 

 
 

14 It should be noted, however, that Husserl typically uses the term ‘Übernahme’ to refer to a different phenomenon, i.e. 
the ‘taking-over’ or adoption of another’s judgments (Husserl, Forthcoming, p. 488f., 1973a, p. 463). 
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it seems more adequate to interpret this passage as pointing towards a bodily manifestation of an 

attentional ‘turning-towards’ another that can take on many different forms, depending on the specific 

circumstances in which communication takes place.  

We can take these reflections a step further, if we consider a claim that Bernhard Waldenfels 

recently made in connection with a term Husserl uses a few pages into his manuscript, where he 

speaks of a ‘responsive looking or listening’ (antwortendes Hinsehen und Hinhören) (Husserl, 1973a, 

p. 462; Waldenfels, 2016, p. 250). Husserl uses this term in order to make the very general point, 

valid not just in the intersubjective realm, that in being thematically directed towards something, one 

already ‘responds’ to an affective pull that stands out in the pre-given perceptual field. More 

particularly, in listening to the other (Hinhören), Waldenfels argues, the addressee is not just 

passively receiving, but is engaged in an active ‘doing’, even before he or she articulates a concrete 

answer: the “‘receiving’ turning towards another (‘rezipierende’ Zuwendung) entails already an initial 

form of doing, precisely because in this case we do something that we could also refrain from doing” 

(Waldenfels, 2016, p. 250; my translation). Although Waldenfels does not specifically discuss the 

corporeal dimension of the act of ‘turning-towards’ another, it seems critical for his argument. 

Arguably, the course of one’s attention, i.e., what one is thematically directed towards, is not always 

subject to one’s control. There are many situations in which one cannot help but be attentionally 

directed towards another’s address, e.g., if one suddenly hears someone on the other side of the street 

shouting one’s name. However, what is a matter of choice in such a situation, and what is therefore a 

real ‘doing’, is whether one makes intersubjectively recognizable the fact that one listens to and is 

attentive to the other. Indeed, once one acknowledges to the addressor that his or her communicative 

act has successfully reached its target, then the act is ‘taken up’ in the previously established sense. 

Insofar, however, as she could also refuse to give such a confirmation, uptake – to utilize Waldenfels’ 

insight – can very well be described as an active ‘doing’.  
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What is more, by taking up another’s act of address one is not only doing something; one is 

also doing something for the addressor. Indeed, the fundamental significance of having one’s act of 

address ‘taken up’ by another reveals itself often only in those agonizing moments in which the other 

simply cannot be ‘reached’, in which – to adopt a metaphor used by Reinach – one’s act of address 

falls to the ground like a thrown spear that does not hit its target (cf. Reinach, 2012, p. 19). In fact, 

the experience of not being heard by one’s intended addressee can leave one back with an agonizing 

feeling of invisibility (or better: ‘inaudibility’), indeed a lack of efficacy. Thus, what one affirms to 

the other through acts of uptake is the fact that she reaches me, that she affects me in what she is 

saying – a confirmation that I could also refrain from as in cases of ‘listening-away’. I acknowledge 

to the other his or her capacity to have a recognizable impact on me, a “personal effect” as Husserl 

himself puts it (Husserl, 1989, p. 202). Hence, it is not a coincidence that Husserl describes the I-

Thou relation as the “personal effect-relationship in a precise sense” (die personale 

Wirkungsbeziehung im prägnanten Sinne) (Husserl, 1973c, p. 167). What is more, by confirming to 

the other that he or she has successfully reached me, one also signals a specific kind of availability 

for the other. One might of course choose to decline or reject another’s claim or wish, but this will 

not undo one’s presence to the other, even if only for a short period of time.   

5. Conclusion 

What are the ramifications of this analysis for our understanding of the second-person relation? As 

argued in the beginning of this paper, several contemporary theorists have recently outlined the 

crucial role that communication plays in establishing second-person relations. As Zahavi has recently 

proposed, a second-person relation requires not only that one addresses another as a you, but that one 

is also aware of being addressed or attended to by the other (Zahavi, 2019, p. 255). In this article, I 

attempted to go beyond this emphasis on reciprocity by inquiring into the specific kind of 
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communicative connection that arises between the involved subjects. Drawing on Husserl’s writings 

on the communicative community (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft), we have seen that the communicating 

subjects are intentionally intertwined with each other, forming an I-Thou community. In an attempt 

to interrogate what it means for those subjects to be part of such an I-Thou community, I sketched an 

analysis of what it is to address and have one’s act of address taken up – partly informed by Naomi 

Eilan’s claim that relations of mutual address entail ‘confirmation’, ‘recognition’ or 

‘acknowledgment’. According to the view I have proposed, the relation that unfolds between ‘I’ and 

‘Thou’ is one in which both addressor and addressee do something significant for each other: In and 

through the act of address, the addressor provides the addressee with space for potential resistance, 

rejection and surprise, a space that allows the addressee to exercise its freedom and autonomy. At the 

same time, by taking up another’s act of address, the addressee is not simply registering information 

but is, as I have shown, confirming to the addressee his or her capacity to have an effect on me, to 

reach me, thereby signaling one’s availability for him or her. With this analysis, I maintain, we have 

reached a much more substantial understanding of what it means to stand in second-person relations 

with others, and how this relation is qualitatively different from other intersubjective phenomena. An 

issue that would be worth to be considered further, yet which goes beyond the constraints of the 

current article, is whether this analysis can help advance an idea that has not only been proposed by 

Husserl and other classical phenomenologists but has gained popularity in recent years thanks to 

Zahavi’s work (Zahavi, 2015, 2019): the idea that second-person relations are crucial for we-

formation. In this article I have merely argued that the relation to a ‘you’ is different in many respects 

from the relation that prevails between members of a ‘we’; yet this does not in any way exclude the 
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possibility that the relation that unfolds between an ‘I’ and a ‘you’ or a ‘Thou’ plays a significant role 

in the formation of a We, of proper social groups.15  

 

 
 

15 This research was supported by the Independent Research Fund Denmark, as part of the project ‘You and We: Second-
person Engagement and Collective Intentionality’ (DFF – 7013-00032). I am grateful to Sara Heinämaa for helpful 
feedback on earlier drafts of this paper, as well as to the participants of the Helsinki Phenomenology Seminar and the 
Phenomenology Research Group Graz for valuable discussions.  
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Between Fusion and Recognition: On Axel Honneth’s Account of 

Social Groups 

Abstract  

The aim of this paper is to critically discuss Axel Honneth’s account of social groups. Despite 

the current upsurge of interest in the we, Honneth’s writings on that topic have received little 

attention so far. After outlining the ways in which Honneth’s conception of recognition can 

help to distinguish between different types of we, my discussion centers around Honneth’s 

claim that states of ‘fusion’ are an integral part of group life. I problematize this idea by tracing 

it back to a controversial theory of early childhood development, which assumes states of 

fusion or symbiosis between the infant and its primary caretaker. To alleviate some of the 

ambiguity inherent in the concept of ‘fusion’, I sketch two different ways of understanding 

Honneth’s appeal to this concept, distinguishing between ‘genuine’ and ‘fictive’ forms of 

fusion. However, as I argue in the final part of the paper, the category of fusion, whether in its 

genuine or fictive form, seems generally ill-suited to adequately capture those ‘unleashed’ 

forms of togetherness Honneth wishes to describe. In fact, I shall argue that Honneth’s 

emphasis on fusion conceals the fact that practices of intersubjective recognition are critically 

at play in fostering intensive experiences of togetherness. 

Keywords: Axel Honneth, fusion, recognition, social groups, the we  

1. Introduction  

Philosophical research on the we, the first-person plural, has predominantly been focused on 

the human capacity to be collectively directed towards the world, or on what is commonly 

known as collective- or we-intentionality (Bratman, 1999; Gilbert, 1989, 1990, 2014; Searle, 

1995). In recent years, however, one can observe a significant thematic diversification in this 
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field, which today combines a wide range of perspectives on what it means to be part of a social 

group, to be “one of us.” This is primarily due to the integration of phenomenological accounts 

of sociality, which has made it possible to address critical issues such as interpersonal 

understanding, experiential sharing and togetherness in its various forms with much rigor and 

conceptual clarity (e.g. León & Zahavi, 2016; Schmid & Wu, 2018; Zahavi, 2015). Despite 

these recent developments, it is surprising that such little attention has been paid to resources 

offered by critical theory, in particular Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition.1 This is all the 

more astonishing given that analytical philosophers such as Margaret Gilbert have already 

discussed the role of mutual recognition in the formation of social groups, yet without having 

any recourse to Honneth’s writings (Gilbert, 2011). The present contribution seeks to fill this 

gap by critically discussing Honneth’s account of social groups as put forward in his essay 

“The I in We: Recognition as a Driving Force of Group Formation” (Honneth, 2012b); a piece 

that has gone largely unnoticed not only in the current debate on the we, but also in Honneth 

scholarship more generally.   

As this paper will demonstrate, Honneth’s work both clarifies and challenges crucial 

assumptions that have recently been made about the we. On the one hand, a focus on Honneth’s 

concept of recognition helps to break from the idea that the we is a “single thing.” In accordance 

with phenomenologists such as Scheler, Honneth starts from the assumption that social reality 

is far from homogenous (Honneth, 1995, p. 94). What is novel about Honneth’s account, 

however, is the idea that one can differentiate between different types of we depending on the 

kind of intersubjective recognition that is prevailing: emotional support, cognitive respect or 

social esteem (Honneth, 1995, p. 129). Yet, on the other hand, Honneth equally emphasizes the 

importance of fusion experiences for group membership, i.e. the experience of “being one” 

with other group members. Although he considers recognition to be a crucial motive for 

individuals to join social groups, he urges us not to neglect the importance of fusion. In fact, 
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this claim seems to put significant pressure on the idea that any kind of we requires plurality 

and intersubjective difference, a claim defended by psychologists and phenomenologists alike: 

“If we are to speak meaningfully of a we, of a first-person plural,” it has recently been argued, 

“we need to preserve plurality and differentiation. To conceive of the we as an undifferentiated 

oneness is to misunderstand the very notion” (Brinck, Reddy, & Zahavi, 2017, p. 142). But 

what does it actually mean to speak of “fusion” or “oneness” with others? And is Honneth right 

in assuming that such fusional states are an integral part of group life? The main aim of this 

paper is to critically examine this idea.  

 To briefly outline the structure of the paper: After introducing Honneth’s conception of 

recognition as outlined in his seminal work The Struggle for Recognition, I specifically discuss 

the role of recognition in social groups. Subsequently, I turn to Honneth’s claim that individuals 

join groups not only in order to receive recognition, but also in order to experience fusion with 

others. As I shall demonstrate, Honneth’s theory shows, in quite a paradigmatic fashion, that 

one’s thinking about the we is often affected by one’s understanding of selfhood, in particular 

the development of a sense of “self” and “other” – and vice versa. More specifically, I argue 

that Honneth’s account of the we is deeply entrenched in a conception of the “I” as emerging 

from and eternally longing for a state of undifferentiated fusion, or symbiosis, with an “other”. 

Yet, despite the centrality of “fusion” in Honneth’s work, it remains unclear what it actually 

means to “fuse” with others. In order to bring some clarity to this discussion, I appeal to recent 

studies in social psychology, and suggest a distinction be made between genuine and merely 

fictive forms of fusion. As I shall argue, however, it is more than questionable whether the 

concept of fusion, even if only understood in the fictive sense, adequately portrays the 

intersubjective experiences of group members. In fact, it seems that Honneth’s assumption of 

fusional states in early infancy runs the risk of significantly distorting his description of social 
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groups, potentially constituting a blind spot for the various ways in which intersubjective 

recognition can be at work.  

2. The We Between Recognition and Fusion  

With his pathbreaking study The Struggle for Recognition (1992), Honneth (re-)introduced the 

originally Hegelian concept of recognition into contemporary social and political philosophy. 

Despite its obvious centrality to social life, however, the theme of recognition has only very 

recently attracted attention in current debates on the we. Margaret Gilbert, for example, appeals 

to the concept of recognition in order to describe what she considers to be the most fundamental 

kind of a social group, exemplified by a case in which two persons mutually acknowledge their 

co-presence by means of communicative acts (Gilbert, 2011). Although Honneth’s writings are 

certainly of great relevance to any such considerations, Gilbert makes no mention of his work.2 

Certainly, Honneth’s philosophical project differs to quite an extent from traditional 

approaches to sociality in its critical or normative ambition, yet this should not be a reason 

against taking seriously the conception of recognition he proposes. Indeed, Honneth’s work 

can offer interesting perspectives on a question that has recently emerged in the current debate 

on the we: “Is the we,” Brinck et al. ask, “a single thing or is it better conceived of as a plurality 

of types of we?” (Brinck et al., 2017, p. 131). Zahavi proposes to distinguish between an 

“ephemeral form of we, which is bound to the here and now,” and “far more impersonal, 

anonymous, and linguistically mediated forms” (Zahavi, 2015, p. 97). Honneth’s work can be 

used to further advance such an approach. Yet, instead of focusing on situational features such 

as the presence (or absence) of face-to-face interactions, Honneth suggests that different types 

of we can be separated based on the mode of recognition that prevails between group members 

and the kind of self-experience they elicit. While Honneth had already explored this idea in 

much detail in The Struggle for Recognition (Honneth, 1995), he concretizes some of his claims 
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in a more recent contribution specifically dedicated to social groups and group experiences 

(Honneth, 2012b).  

His essay “The I in We: Recognition as a Driving Force of Group Formation” (Honneth, 

2012b) is primarily motivated by the aim of offering a more realistic and adequate description 

of the various facets of group life than he considers available in the literature. In particular, 

Honneth criticizes the fact that the 20th-century discourse on group experiences has produced 

two diametrically opposed pictures of the social group. A largely negative conception of the 

social group, Honneth argues, is assumed in the psychoanalytic tradition as a result of its 

emphasis on regressive tendencies prevailing within groups. In this account, the most 

paradigmatic forms of group life are crowds and masses which threaten to undermine the 

subject’s autonomy and individuality (Honneth, 2012b, p. 202).3 On the other hand, he claims 

that disciplines such as sociology, psychology or political science have been much more 

optimistic about groups and their effect on the individual. These disciplines, Honneth argues, 

share the view that the social group is crucial for the subject to develop their own personality 

and to further their autonomy (Honneth, 2012b, p. 202).   

Instead of taking sides with one of these accounts, Honneth argues that both theories 

suffer from “reciprocal blind spots” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 203), which make it seem as if both 

accounts are concerned with entirely different phenomena. While psychoanalysis, on 

Honneth’s view, fundamentally neglects the fact that membership in social groups has a 

positive effect on the ego, research in sociology and psychology underestimates the danger of 

losing one’s autonomy. In order to fully adapt the concept of the social group to social reality, 

Honneth argues, it is necessary to overcome the “one-sided stylizations” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 

203) that prevail in each of these accounts by acknowledging that both theories point towards 

constitutive features of group life: Membership in social groups both strengthens what Honneth 

calls a “positive relation-to-self” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 207) and provides opportunities to 
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“regress to a state of affiliation and fusion (Verschmelzung)” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 208). Let me 

first elaborate on the former.  

2.1 Three Forms of Recognition and Three Correlating Types of We 

One of the main ideas proposed in The Struggle for Recognition is to link social practices of 

recognition to the formation and maintenance of positive self-relations, in particular the 

development of self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem. Processes of individuation, thus, 

are considered to be fundamentally intertwined with processes of socialization. A positive 

relation-to-self is only achieved through distinct “modes” of intersubjective recognition, which 

can be located in different societal spheres. In primary relationships such as family 

relationships, friendships, romantic relationships, the relevant mode of recognition is emotional 

support, which Honneth considers essential in order to form “basic self-confidence” (Honneth, 

1995, p. 129): “In order to maintain and perhaps even strengthen their self-confidence, subjects 

need to receive constant, reliable affection, which for the most part they encounter in 

relationships of friendship and love” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 206). The we of families, friendships, 

and marital relations, however, is not exhaustive of our social lives. In addition to being a 

daughter, a friend or a spouse, one is also a member of more anonymous, more institutionalized 

communities. As a citizen of a state, for example, one is part of a legal system that grants one 

rights and obligations. The significance of one’s status as a legal person for one’s practical 

identity might seem less obvious, yet Honneth argues that this role is critical in the development 

of self-respect. Legal recognition, he argues, “gives rise to the form of consciousness in which 

one is able to respect oneself because one deserves the respect of everyone else” (Honneth, 

1995, p. 119). Consequently, respect is the mode of recognition through which subjects affirm 

to one another their status as morally responsible persons. In addition, Honneth identifies a 

third mode of recognition that allows subjects to develop positive relations to those particular 



 119 

traits and features that differentiate them from others: “[I]n order to be able to acquire an 

undistorted relation-to-self,” Honneth argues, “human subjects need – over and above the 

experience of affectionate care and legal recognition – a form of social esteem that allows them 

to relate positively to their concrete traits and abilities” (Honneth, 1995, p. 121). According to 

Honneth, subjects come to experience social esteem primarily through membership in social 

groups; indeed, “[i]n the need to directly experience the esteem of one’s peers,” he claims, “lies 

one, if not the, central motive behind group formation today” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 207). In 

contrast to other important areas of social life, such as family relations or legal relations, group 

membership is crucial in order to receive recognition for those skills and talents that appear 

significant for shared practice: “the experience of being socially esteemed is accompanied by 

a felt confidence that one’s achievements or abilities will be recognized as ‘valuable’ by other 

members of society” (Honneth, 1995, p. 128). Consequently, social groups are considered to 

be the primary source for individuals to develop and maintain a specific practical relation-to-

self, which Honneth describes as “self-esteem,” and which in ordinary speech is usually 

referred to as “feeling of self-worth” (Honneth, 1995, p. 129). As Honneth further emphasizes, 

group members do not just passively tolerate another’s distinctive features, but share a “felt 

concern for what is individual and particular about the other person,” at least insofar as these 

particularities are of value to the group (Honneth, 1995, p. 129). Membership in social groups, 

in other words, fosters a specific kind of self-experience in which one can value those abilities 

and achievements that make one different from others; and it is precisely by making each 

other’s differences productive that shared goals can be achieved.  

At the same time, however, Honneth argues that any account that solely focuses on 

relations of recognition between group members is construing an overly abstract and idealized 

picture of the social group that neglects the actual reality of group life. The goal Honneth sets 

for himself, then, is to correct this picture by acknowledging certain unconscious impulses that 
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shape group experiences. “[S]ubjects retain,” he argues, “into late adulthood, the impulse to 

sporadically regress to a state of affiliation and fusion (Verschmelzung) in which they can 

experience themselves as being one with other subjects. This tendency […] is typical of all 

forms of group life.” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 208) Or, as he further explains, “the intersubjective 

life of the group is generally marked by regularly occurring, episodic states that lead to a more 

or less intense fusion between the group members” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 210). How should this 

claim be assessed? And what does it mean to speak of “fusion” or “being one” with other group 

members? In order to shed light on these questions, it is necessary to examine the broader 

theoretical context within which this account is embedded, in particular Honneth’s conception 

of early childhood development.  

3. Honneth’s Account of Fusion in Early Infancy  

In The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth offers an account of early infant development that is 

strongly influenced by the work of the object relations theorist D.W. Winnicott. Honneth’s 

reconstruction of Winnicott’s theory centers around the idea that the beginning of every human 

life is marked by a phase of undifferentiated oneness, a symbiosis between mother and infant 

(Honneth, 1995, p. 98).4 This symbiotic state, in which the child is understood to be incapable 

of differentiating between self and environment (Honneth, 1995, p. 99), is considered to last a 

few months into the child’s life. As Winnicott argues, at the beginning of the symbiotic state 

the mother adapts to the child’s needs to such a great extent that she creates the illusion of an 

external reality corresponding exactly to what the child wishes to create (Winnicott, 1971, p. 

16). From the baby’s perspective, the mother’s breast is not perceived as something the mother 

presents to him or her, as an observer would see it; rather, the infant perceives the breast as 

something that “could be created just there and then” (Winnicott, 1971, p. 16). As such, 

Winnicott concludes that it would be wrong to speak of an actual interchange happening 
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between mother and child: “Psychologically the infant takes from a breast that is part of the 

infant, and the mother gives milk to an infant that is part of herself” (Winnicott, 1971, p. 16). 

Winnicott, and in turn Honneth, conceptualize the relation between mother and child in largely 

symmetric terms. Right after birth, both mother and child enter a state of symbiotic oneness in 

which both “are entirely dependent on each other for the satisfaction of their needs and are 

incapable of individually demarcating themselves from each other” (Honneth, 1995, p. 99).  

3.1 Critique and Revisions 

Honneth’s hypothesis that the infant’s life begins with an extended period of undifferentiated 

oneness has been criticized for ignoring more recent empirical child psychology.5 In particular, 

Daniel Stern’s findings in his 1985 The Interpersonal World of the Infant challenged the 

widespread view that the formation of self and other is preceded by a long period of 

undifferentiation, of symbiosis (cf. Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975). Instead, Stern’s research 

demonstrates the existence of an evolving sense of self from the very beginning of one’s life. 

Drawing on a great number of studies, Stern argues that already in the first two months the 

infant develops a sense of an “emergent self,” which arises on the basis of organizing unrelated 

moments, which he describes as the experience of “organization-coming-into-being” (Stern, 

1998, p. 47). This stage, Stern demonstrates, is succeeded by the emergence of a “core self,” 

which forms from two to eight months of age. The sense of a core self is constituted by different 

kinds of self-experiences the infant now has available, such as self-agency, self-coherence, 

self-affectivity, and self-history (Stern, 1998, p. 70). Irrespective of the further details of 

Stern’s account, the empirical data available clearly allow him to reject the hypothesis that the 

self emerges only after an extended period of undifferentiation. Infants, according to Stern, 

“never experience a period of total self/other undifferentiation. There is no confusion between 

self and other in the beginning or at any point during infancy” (Stern, 1998, p. 10). 
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In light of Stern’s findings, Honneth made significant amendments to his account. Most 

importantly, he now concedes that Stern’s empirical research makes the assumption of an initial 

period of mother-child symbiosis, lasting for several months, untenable (Honneth, 2012a, pp. 

222, 226, 1999, p. 233; Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 175). However, this does not mean 

that Honneth fully abandons the category of symbiosis – or fusion, Honneth’s preferred term – 

from his account, as is evident from the following passage in “Facets of the Presocial Self”:  

[T]he early phase of infancy represents not a permanent state of fusion, but 

momentous episodes of fusion with primary objects. Although children are often 

capable of sensing a core self that is separate from the external world, they 

sporadically enter into a state of experience in which the actions of their primary 

caretakers appear as extensions of their own needs, to the degree that they can 

experience themselves as fused with their primary caretakers. (Honneth, 2012a, p. 

226) 

This modified account is largely based on the work of psychoanalyst Fred Pine, who attempted 

to partly rehabilitate the concept of symbiosis that Margaret Mahler developed earlier in the 

1970s (Mahler et al., 1975; Pine, 1990, cf. 2004; cf. Honneth & Whitebook, 2016). Although 

Pine agrees with Stern that empirical data point towards the emergence of a core self from very 

early on, he rejects the idea that the existence of such a core self necessarily excludes the 

occurrence of merger-like experiences. Such a conclusion, Pine argues, is premised upon an 

essentially one-sided description of the infant’s reality (Pine, 1990, p. 411). According to Pine, 

infancy research is primarily concerned with analyzing the child’s perceptual and cognitive 

accomplishments in states when the child is calm and attending to its environment. In such 

states, Pine concedes, it is relatively unlikely that experiences of fusion occur. However, he 

also notes that towards the end of the third month, only around 65% of the time is actually 
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spent in such states of alert inactivity and alert activity (Dornes, 1997, p. 2526). The rest of the 

time the infant is drowsy or sleeping, or is in a nervous state and cries. According to Pine, it is 

particularly during those periods in which the infant is about to fall asleep after being nursed, 

that experiences of boundarylessness, of symbiosis are most likely (Pine, 1990, p. 416). Against 

the either-or thinking implicit in Stern’s theory, Pine argues: “There is clearly no contradiction 

between the presence of such moments of merger in the postfeeding drowsy state and the 

presence of more articulated cognition in other states” (Pine, 1990, p. 416).6 However, the claim 

that the existence of a core self is compatible with some merger experiences does not settle the 

crucial question as to why one should assume such merger experiences in the first place. Before 

turning to this issue, it is helpful to get a clearer idea of what exactly fusion experiences amount 

to in Honneth’s view.  

3.2 Honneth’s Description of Fusion Experiences 

If one surveys Honneth’s quite numerous descriptions of fusion, one can identify at least three 

distinct aspects that characterize such experiences. First, it seems to be of crucial importance 

that the infant experiences its needs as being fulfilled in a specific way. During episodes of 

fusion, Honneth argues, “all your wishes, ambitions, intentions, are experienced somewhat 

automatically, in a kind of fusional process, fulfilled” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 178). 

In a different passage, Honneth argues that from the perspective of the infants, “the actions of 

their primary caretakers appear as extensions of their own needs” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 226). 

Second, this kind of instant and automatic fulfillment of needs, intentions, etc. gives rise to 

“the experience of being completely sheltered, held, taken care of by a primary object,” i.e. by 

the caretaker (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 175). At the same time, third, this has 

consequences for the way the caretaker supposedly appears to the infant. Fusion, Honneth 

argues, “is the original experience to be so fully loved that the other is resistless and not 
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independent” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 178); indeed, he claims that it is “the absence 

of independence of the other which makes these moments of fusion so important” (Honneth & 

Whitebook, 2016, p. 175). However, Honneth is very reluctant to interpret fusion experiences 

in terms of omnipotence. This represents a clear break with the position originally advocated 

by Winnicott, who asserts that during the first months of life, “omnipotence is nearly a fact of 

experience” (Winnicott, 1971, p. 15). Honneth conceives the experience of fusion not, or at 

least not primarily, as one in which the infant experiences itself as exercising control over the 

mother, seeking to have her at its disposal. Rather, when he argues that the young infant 

experiences the caretaker not as “an independent being but as a being with which it is 

completely fused or merged” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 175), he foregrounds the more 

blissful and harmonious character of fusion experiences, the overarching feeling, as described 

above, “of being completely sheltered, held, taken care of” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 

175) by another.7 

There is a certain risk, however, that Honneth’s conceptualization of fusion experiences 

as just presented potentially undermines the very claim he seeks to establish. As previously 

demonstrated, what is at issue in the debate between Honneth and Stern is the question of 

whether the infant has at all times at least a rudimentary awareness of being distinct from its 

primary caretaker, or whether its experiential life is marked by temporary episodes of fusion 

with the primary caretaker. Or, to use Honneth’s words, the question is whether there is a “core 

self” at all times, or whether there is also a “fusion self,” which experiences the other “as a 

being with which it is completely fused or merged” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 175). 

Consequently, Honneth explicitly denies that fusion experiences can be described as exhibiting 

a properly intersubjective structure: the “infant’s early experiences of fusion do not have an 

intersubjective structure owing to the fact that they lack a sufficiently differentiated partner 

with whom a relationship would need to be formed” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 229). From the 
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perspective of the parties involved, he claims, states of fusion cannot be considered to be “a 

form of intersubjectivity, because the prerequisite of an encounter between two self-aware, 

independent subjects is lacking” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 227). There is a sense, however, in which 

Honneth’s description of fusion experiences suggests the opposite. If he asserts that the 

caregiver appears to the infant in a specific way – as not being independent, or as resistless – 

or when he argues that fusion amounts to the experience of being held, or taken care of by 

another, it is hard to avoid the impression that there is still a basic form of self-other 

differentiation at play. After all, the experience of someone as “completely resistless” (Honneth 

& Whitebook, 2016, p. 176) or not independent seems to presuppose that there is still an “other” 

present that is experienced as being not identical with oneself, a not-me. Consequently, there 

is a certain need to sharpen some of the descriptions provided so as to properly capture the fact 

that fusion experiences in early infancy are not structurally similar to the experience of being 

alone, when there really is no other present, or to situations in which the infant engages in an 

interaction with the caretaker, in which full intersubjectivity is restored.  

Let us come back to an important question raised earlier: Why should one assume the 

existence of fusion experiences in early infancy in the first place? In a remarkable passage, 

Pine concedes that “the presence of such experiences cannot be proven; they are inferred”; this 

is before adding, however, that their “absence cannot be proven” either (Pine, 2005, p. 254). 

Honneth’s argumentative strategy seems to resonate well with this account. Given the lack of 

first-personal access, he infers the presence of fusion experiences based on a set of phenomena 

that would otherwise remain unexplained. In particular, Honneth claims that fusion experiences 

awaken in the infant a strong expectation of “physical and mental security, which is then 

increasingly disappointed by their growing sense of reality” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 228), their 

sense that the other possesses an “unalterable reality that must be tolerated” (Honneth, 2012a, 

p. 227). This assumption allows us, he argues, to explain certain forms of behavior, such as the 
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infant’s fear of separation when it is weaned. The anxiety expressed by such behavior, Honneth 

argues, must have its roots in the growing awareness that the mother is an independent being 

outside of the infant’s realm of influence: “How could we otherwise explain infants’ apparent 

fears of separation when they are weaned, attempt to fall asleep or feel alone, if not by assuming 

that they are overwhelmed by their growing sense that their primary caretakers are independent 

and cannot be controlled?” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 228). In other words, the experience of fusion 

imbues the infant with such an intense feeling of security and comfort that the breaking of these 

periods elicits a profound form of suffering, a “tense unity of fear and pain, anger and sorrow” 

(Honneth, 2012a, p. 228). Indeed, on Honneth’s account, early childhood experiences of fusion 

have a lasting influence on our adult life. The established expectations of security make it 

difficult later in life to accept the forms of intersubjectivity available in adulthood – Honneth 

even speaks of “fractured forms of intersubjectivity” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 229) – and which 

account for adults’ tendency to fall back into states of fusion (cf. Heidegren, 2002, p. 438):  

[…] not only clinical observation, but also crowd psychology and existential-

phenomenological observation point to a deep-seated receptiveness to experiences 

of fusion with other people within each individual subject. The willingness to fall 

back behind an already attained boundary of identity (Ich-Grenzen) and enter into 

a state of fusion with others seems so widespread as to require an anthropological 

explanation. (Honneth, 2012a, p. 226) 

[…] if humans have a constitutive receptivity to experiences of fusion, then these 

experiences must have their initial cause in the overwhelming experience of 

abandoning beloved objects, if such states of fusion are only episodes. (Honneth, 

2012a, p. 228) 
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More specifically, Honneth claims that the task of accepting others’ independence, their nature 

as autonomous beings, is not completed in childhood but remains a life-long challenge one can 

only cope with by periodically recreating the experience of fusion:  

We then need to assume, in addition, that these expectations [i.e., expectations of 

physical and mental security] remain anchored in the subject beyond childhood, if 

we are to explain the remarkable fact that even mature adults react to separation 

with panic and a tendency to regress into a state of fusion. As if they had remained 

small children, even adults have affective difficulties recognizing the independence 

of beloved and desired subjects and thus accepting the fractured nature of 

intersubjectivity. (Honneth, 2012a, p. 228) 

What kind of phenomena lead Honneth to the assumption that adults have a general 

susceptibility to fusion experiences? As he makes clear elsewhere, it is especially when 

individuals come together in groups that one can observe regressive tendencies and episodes 

of fusion, in which subjects “experience themselves as being one with other subjects” 

(Honneth, 2012b, p. 208f.). In contrast to his claims concerning the mother-infant symbiosis, 

this aspect of Honneth’s theory has received relatively little attention in the current debate. This 

is surprising given the fact that the alleged occurrence of fusion episodes in adulthood, and in 

social groups specifically, carries significant argumentative weight in Honneth’s account. After 

all, the fact that adults seem to have a constitutive and deep-seated receptiveness towards states 

of fusion is considered as evidence for the presence of fusion experiences in early infancy.  

4. Group Life and the Experience of Fusion 

Honneth applies the concept of fusion to a variety of group phenomena, all of which share the 

following feature: “a gradual increase, a sudden climax and a subsequent denouement in the 

unity of the group” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 210). The examples Honneth mentions include the 
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“exhilarating feeling of being part of a celebrating crowd,” the experience of being completely 

absorbed in and ecstatically experiencing cooperation, as well as being part of a “working 

group that has lost the sense of time” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 210f.). All of these cases, Honneth 

argues, are characterized by a “tendency of an almost orgiastic fusion” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 

211), in which group members “experience themselves as being one with other subjects” 

(Honneth, 2012b, p. 208; my emphasis). How plausible is such an account of the social group? 

Much depends on what precisely is meant when Honneth uses the concept of “fusion.” There 

are two desiderata that Honneth’s account of fusion, as occurring in social groups, has to fulfill. 

On the one hand, there has to be a certain similarity in the way fusion experiences in social 

groups and in early infancy are described. This is not only suggested by the fact that Honneth 

uses one and the same term – “fusion” – to refer to both of these cases; as I have demonstrated 

in the previous section, there is also an important justificatory link between early and mature 

fusion experiences. On the other hand, however, it is crucial that the account of fusion in social 

groups does justice to the aim Honneth sets for himself: to provide a less abstract and more 

adequate description of the various facets of group life. Since Honneth does not spell out 

precisely what phenomenon he is referring to when he speaks of fusion in the context of social 

groups, in what follows I will suggest one interpretation that seems, at least prima facie, to 

fulfill both of the desiderata just outlined.  

4.1 “Being one” with Others 

To be part of a celebrating crowd, or a team entirely absorbed in a joint task, certainly gives 

rise to special kinds of experiences, which would be impossible to have if one were the only 

person attending a concert, or the only person working on a given task. The fact that it seems 

relatively common to describe in-group experiences in terms of “being-one” with others, or in 

terms of feeling that “we are one,” has also attracted attention from social psychologists. In 



 129 

particular, recent research in social psychology has been concerned with a phenomenon that, 

despite not being explicitly mentioned by Honneth, could easily be included in his listing of 

situations inducing fusion experiences: interpersonal synchrony. For example, as Rennung and 

Göritz (2016) write, synchronous movement is part of many rituals and mundane events, 

“ranging from soldiers marching in step, to rave dancers moving to the same beat, and to the 

synchronous bowing of praying men in a mosque” (Rennung & Göritz, 2016, p. 168). In fact, 

several recent studies investigating this phenomenon suggest that interpersonal synchrony 

leads to an “overlap” between self and other (Smith, 2008, p. 149), a “blurring of self-other 

boundaries” (Rennung & Göritz, 2016, p. 170). It seems, thus, as if research on interpersonal 

synchrony could offer significant empirical support for Honneth’s claim that group members 

frequently experience themselves as “fused” or “merged” with others.  

It is a well-recognized fact that perceiving another’s action leads to a co-activation of 

those neural networks that are involved in executing the same actions (e.g. Fadiga, Fogassi, 

Pavesi, & Rizzolatti, 1995). As has also been demonstrated, this leads to interesting 

consequences when self-produced actions directly match other-produced actions, as is the case 

in interpersonal synchrony: “When our own actions match those of another’s, it is possible that 

the intrinsic and extrinsic engagement of neural action-perception networks make it difficult to 

distinguish between self and perceived other” (Tarr, Launay, & Dunbar, 2014, p. 3) A well-

replicated experiential example of this effect is the rubber hand illusion (Botvinick & Cohen, 

1998). In this experiment, the participant’s hand is out of view and a life-size rubber hand is 

directly positioned in front of her. Both the rubber hand and the participant’s real hand are 

simultaneously and synchronously stroked with a paintbrush (Botvinick & Cohen, 1998, p. 

756). This matching of visual and tactile sensory input induces in the participants the illusion 

that the rubber hand is a part of their body (Tarr et al., 2014, p. 3). This and similar studies 

provide evidence, Tarr et al. conclude, “that self-other blurring is possible even with an 
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inanimate object, and some aspects of this are likely to apply to human-human synchronized 

interaction” (Tarr et al., 2014, p. 3). The effect of this multisensory stimulation can also be 

observed when people dance or march in synchrony. As Paladino et al. write:  

When dancing or marching in synchrony, for example, one feels one’s feet striking 

the ground, repeatedly and in close temporal synchrony with seeing other people’s 

feet striking the ground. […] [T]he integration of these multisensory signals creates 

both overlapping bodily representations and self-other overlap in thought and 

behaviour. (Paladino, Mazzurega, Pavani, & Schubert, 2010, p. 1206)  

How plausible is such a claim? Let me mention the following two concerns. First, the fact that 

a bodily self-other merging can occur in experiential settings such as in the rubber hand 

experiment does not necessarily imply that a similar effect is probable in less ideal, everyday 

group contexts. Tarr et al. point out that the rubber hand experiment (and variations thereof) 

presupposes that an agent is constantly observing the movements of a singular other, and it is 

not clear that this requirement is easily fulfilled in the context of social groups. For example, 

with regard to musical activities, the authors write: “With large numbers of people, it is difficult 

to simultaneously observe the movements of all the other participants, making self-other 

merging a less likely prospect” (Tarr et al., 2014, p. 3). What is at stake in these discussions is 

a bodily self-other merging, but what about the idea that synchrony could lead to a “merger” 

or an “overlap” that is cognitive in nature? Paladino et al. speak of a “conceptual merging of 

self and other,” or a “self-other overlap in thought and behaviour” (Paladino et al., 2010, p. 

1206). Yet, what the authors describe as a “conceptual merging” is simply the idea that 

synchronously acting subjects perceive each other as being more similar to each other than, 

say, subjects engaging in asynchronous movement (Paladino et al., 2010, p. 1205; cf. Smith, 

2008, p. 154).8 
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4.2 Genuine and Fictive Forms of Fusion 

While these considerations only concern interpersonal synchrony, they help to put Honneth’s 

more general claims about fusion phenomena in social groups into perspective. The fact that 

Honneth consistently avoids spelling out precisely what it means for group members to 

experience fusion leaves much room for interpretation. However, when Honneth speaks of 

group members “becoming one,” or “fusing” with one another, it is unlikely that he is referring 

to a bodily merging that leads to a temporary collapse of the distinction between self and other. 

On the contrary, the group activities that Honneth outlines seem to presuppose at least a basic 

awareness of others as co-present. The crucial question, then, is whether one can plausibly 

speak of a “fusion” or a “oneness” between group members without being committed to the 

idea that one’s awareness of the difference between self and other is entirely obliterated. One 

way to approach this problem would be to distinguish between two different kinds of fusion: 

Drawing on a terminological distinction Honneth himself introduces elsewhere, one could 

speak of genuine and merely fictive cases of fusion.9 What is common to these two forms of 

fusion, one could argue, is the idea that both afford a suspension of the others’ independence 

or difference – albeit understood in different ways. In genuine forms of fusion, the others’ 

independence is obliterated in the sense that others are no longer experienced as separate 

beings, as in the case of infants “fusing” with their primary caretaker. In fictive forms of fusion, 

by contrast, an awareness of the other as a separate subject is still intact, yet the other’s behavior 

completely masks his or her status as an autonomous being with thoughts, wishes, and 

intentions that differ from one’s own. More concretely, in the cases Honneth mentions, it is 

perhaps the homogeneity of our actions – all of us dancing and singing to the same music, all 

of us being entirely absorbed in solving a specific task, etc. – that obscures, if only for a short 

period of time, the fact that we are very much independent beings, potentially “resistant 

elements” to each other’s “wishes, intuitions, and intentions” (Honneth & Whitebook, 2016, p. 
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178). Indeed, is it not characteristic of certain episodes in the life of a group that there is an all-

encompassing harmony that makes us forget each other’s uncontrollability, and offers relief 

from the strain to accept others’ difference? Thus, in living through these fictive forms of fusion 

with other group members, it seems that we can at least approximate the blissful original 

experience of (genuine) fusion – all the while accepting that such experiences are necessarily 

past and can never be completely recreated. This account would certainly have to be spelled 

out in greater detail depending on the kind of group activity one is considering. However, at 

least prima facie, it seems that distinguishing between genuine and fictive forms of fusion could 

fulfill the two desiderata outlined above: a certain continuity in fusion experiences in infancy 

and adulthood, on the one hand, and adequacy to the actual experience of group members, on 

the other.  

In the following final section, however, I want to question this last point concerning the 

phenomenological adequacy of such an account. In particular, I will motivate the claim that 

Honneth’s assumption of fusion experiences, even if understood in the merely fictive sense just 

outlined, is problematic in misconstruing what it means to experience intensive forms of 

togetherness – or “unleashed togetherness” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 211) – with group members. 

5. Reconsidering the Relation between Fusion and Recognition 

One of the main characteristics of Honneth’s conception of social groups, as the previous 

considerations have shown, concerns the idea that group membership gives rise to two radically 

distinct kinds of experiences: experiences of recognition, in which another’s differences are 

actively acknowledged; and experiences of fusion, in which any such differences seem to be 

temporarily eradicated (at least in the sense outlined above). Certain passages in Honneth’s 

writings on group formation suggest, though, that a specific dependency relation prevails 

between these two forms of experiences, to the extent that fusion is an enabling condition for 
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recognition. More precisely, episodes of fusion, Honneth argues, give rise to a reaffirmation of 

specific group values and norms, by means of which subjects can esteem one another’s 

particular abilities and traits: “the irregularly renewed fusion feeds a common feeling of sharing 

norms of respect or values in light of which subjects can grant each other recognition” 

(Honneth, 2012b, p. 211). However, this argument only becomes necessary if one assumes that 

recognition and fusion experiences constitute two structurally different moments or dimensions 

of group membership. In the following, I wish to dispel this idea by arguing that the kind of 

togetherness Honneth terms “fusion” centrally involves practices of recognition.  

In order to make this argument, let us first closely examine a question that is only 

peripherally addressed in Honneth’s account: By means of which intersubjective practices do 

group members actually affirm or acknowledge one another in their specific skills or talents? 

Honneth’s considerations on this issue remain fairly general. For example, he argues that 

subjects receive affirmation of their skills, as well as their needs and judgments, “in direct 

interaction” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 206) with others, and that recognition is “communicated by 

gestures and words” (Honneth, 2012b, p. 206). Clearly, the act of affirming another’s skills and 

talents can be expressed in different ways, depending on the kind of group one is concerned 

with. Within an academic research community, for example, one’s professional skills can be 

recognized on the level of personal interactions, when, say, a colleague praises one’s 

performance at a conference. But such recognition can also occur via more formalized and 

institutionalized forms of interaction, e.g. when one’s paper is accepted for publication at a 

prestigious journal. Such overt practices of recognition are of crucial importance to the 

individual community member, but there are also situations in which one’s skills and talents 

are recognized by others in much more subtle ways. Consider, for example, the situation in 

which a lively scholarly discussion unfolds between me and a fellow colleague over a topic 

that is of common interest to us. Not only do we articulate ready-made thoughts directed at the 
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other to comprehend, but our individual contribution helps the other to gain insights he or she 

would not have had on his or her own – and vice versa. Merleau-Ponty articulates this point 

quite nicely in his reflections on the experience of dialogue:  

[M]y thought and his form a single fabric, my words and those of my interlocutor 

are called forth by the state of the discussion and are inserted into a shared operation 

of which neither of us is the creator. […] And even the objection raised by my 

interlocutor draws from me thoughts I did not know I possessed such that if I lend 

him thoughts, he makes me think in return. (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p. 370) 

What does this have to do with recognition? In most cases, one’s interlocutor will refrain from 

explicitly praising one’s thoughts as being especially original or interesting, as testifying to 

one’s skills as, say, a philosopher. Instead of engaging in such explicit forms of recognition, it 

seems much more natural to acknowledge the other as a valuable member of the research 

community by directly engaging with his or her ideas, perhaps even by challenging them, by 

combining them with some thoughts one had oneself, and so on. In many such cases, one will 

experience a specific kind of intellectual joy, an exhilarating feeling even, in light of the fact 

that one another’s thoughts prove to be fruitful in initiating and maintaining an inspiring 

communicate exchange. This point might seem to be innocuous, if not trivial, but it will be of 

quite some importance in (re-)interpreting those group phenomena Honneth describes in terms 

of fusion.  

Before turning to this issue, let me illustrate how these more implicit forms of 

recognition manifest themselves in other kinds of social groups. Let us briefly consider a social 

group that is radically different from the case just described: a group of “ravers” or “clubbers” 

gathered in a nightclub. What kind of recognition, one might wonder, is transferred between 

individuals participating in a rave? As is quite obvious, dancing is crucial for the experience of 
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clubbing, as Malbon observes in his book-length study on the phenomenon of clubbing 

(Malbon, 1999, p. 82): “Dancing within clubbing,” he argues, “might be conceptualised as an 

expressive form of thinking, sensing, feeling and processing which may be constituted through, 

as well as reflecting, strong relationships between a clubber and the clubbing crowd” (Malbon, 

1999, p. 86). As Malbon further argues, dancing clubbers are “continually investing and 

deploying skills, techniques and competencies” that they have acquired in the process of 

identifying with other clubbers (Malbon, 1999, p. 92). Accordingly, intersubjective recognition 

of one’s skills to understand and translate music into bodily movements seems important for 

clubbers and can be expressed in different ways. Consider, for example, the following 

statement of a clubber after having been to a rave in a city he was visiting with a friend: “We’re 

two tall appearances, dancing wild and it’s obvious we’re outsiders, but we’ve never felt more 

like a part of something. People come to us to tell us our energy is insane, and we keep telling 

them how amazing their vibe is” (Wouters, 2020). This could count as a form of mutual 

recognition that affirms to each of them that they are contributing something valuable to the 

community, whether it be “insane energy” or an “amazing vibe.” However, it seems that 

particularly in highly embodied practices such as clubbing, in which verbal communication is 

often difficult, other – more subtle – forms of recognition occur as well.  

As part of his study, Malbon interviewed a number of regular clubbers about their 

experience of self and other while dancing. One perhaps surprising outcome concerns the fact 

that clubbers actively look at each other while dancing. As Malbon observes: “I looked at 

people dancing and noticed how overtly they were looking at everyone else. I don’t just mean 

glancing either. I mean really looking at someone” (Malbon, 1999, p. xii). As his interviews 

confirm, clubbers are very much aware of one another and how they dance; in fact, others’ 

dancing style often serves as inspiration to further improve one’s own technique: “When I see 

someone dancing,” an interviewee explains, “I try and mimic what they’re doing and make it 
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my own,” especially if surrounded by “fantastic” dancers (Malbon, 1999, p. 93). Another 

clubber reports similar experiences, when he speaks about “so many people sort of mimicking 

people on the dance floor – you know you’ll see someone doing a particularly good move and 

then someone next to you or you will try and do that move” (Malbon, 1999, p. 162). Contrary 

to what one might expect, clubbers do not necessarily seek to be surrounded by people who are 

exactly like them, but enjoy being amongst clubbers who transcend their current level of 

competency. Asked whether he likes people around him to be “like” him, one interviewee 

responds: “No, of course not. I want them to be much COOLER than myself. I want to feel ‘oh 

God, this is really exciting, this is so brilliant’” (Malbon, 1999, p. 55). As Malbon explicates, 

this person seeks to identify (and be identified) with others, whose style of dancing, dressing, 

and speaking is somewhat “cooler” than how he perceives himself to be. In fact, for those 

clubbers, dancing is not just about expressing oneself and one’s understanding of the music; it 

is a way of “speaking through the body both to others and oneself,” and just as in verbal 

communicative exchanges, “when people dance they usually like to be saying the right things, 

or at least be seen to be in control of what they are saying” (Malbon, 1999, p. 98). In fact, one 

clubber explicitly thematizes his search for “acceptance” from the crowd, especially if he is 

trying out something new, gaining “deep pleasure from being seen as, and understanding 

himself to be, ‘good’ at dancing” (Malbon, 1999, p. 94). The analogy with verbal forms of 

communication is further reinforced when we consider the fact that clubbers do not just dance 

for themselves but seek interaction with others. As one clubber reports: “I try and get people 

around me involved. I try and single one person out and try and dance with them and if I can 

get a ‘dance chat’ going with them then that’s brilliant” (Malbon, 1999, p. 93). Thus, it seems 

that specific practices such as emulating another’s moves or initiating a “dance chat” with other 

clubbers, to name just a few relevant interactions, are equally suitable in affirming another’s 
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particular dancing skills, and consequently his or her status as a valuable member of the 

clubbing community. 

What is the relevance of these reflections for our discussion of those group phenomena 

Honneth describes in terms of fusion? A central assumption underlying Honneth’s account 

concerns the idea that certain episodes in the life of a group cannot be properly accounted for 

if one operates solely with the concept of recognition. The previous considerations indicate, 

however, that intersubjective recognition of one another’s individual skills and talents – as 

scholars, or as clubbers – does not necessarily undermine, but can serve as an important catalyst 

for establishing intensively experienced forms of togetherness. In the case of clubbing, as we 

have seen, it is precisely the perception and interaction with clubbers, who transcend one’s 

current level of competency in terms of dancing skills, which can give rise to a feeling of 

exhilaration in the individual dancer – provided, of course, that this person feels herself 

accepted or recognized by the crowd. The emergence of such feelings of exhilaration, not 

despite but because of the presence of difference, is perhaps more familiar from one’s 

experience of participating in intellectual debates. As demonstrated above, discussing with 

others often sparks a special kind of intellectual joy precisely because our individual styles of 

thinking unlock creative potential, allowing us to form and express ideas we would not have 

had without the contribution of others. Recognizing another’s contributions, and in turn 

receiving recognition for one’s own thoughts, seems absolutely essential for such an activity 

to spark joy.  

The ramifications of these reflections for Honneth’s conception of fusion should be 

fairly clear. If intersubjective practices such as debating or clubbing give rise to feelings of 

exhilaration and excitement due to the presence of productive forms of difference, then this 

might also be the case for those phenomena Honneth conceptualizes in terms of fusion: the 

“completely absorbed and ecstatically experienced cooperation,” the “exhilarating feeling of 
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being a part of a celebrating crowd, in football stadiums, at a rock concert,” or “in the isolation 

of a working group that has lost the sense of time and is ‘lost’ as if at play” (Honneth, 2012b, 

p. 210f.). What makes these episodes so special for group members, it seems, is not the fact 

that they are able to approximate the original experience of being “fused” with one’s primary 

caretaker; or that they are able to temporarily fulfill deep-seated expectations of security and 

comfort by denying others’ “independence and uncontrollability” (Honneth, 2012a, p. 229), 

feeling absolutely sheltered in light of the others’ resistlessness. Rather, it seems that the 

excitement and exhilaration these group members experience is more the outcome of highly 

rewarding forms of interaction, in which intersubjective recognition – in the more subtle sense 

just established – is critically at play. After all, for a cooperation to truly feel ecstatic, for a 

working group to be completely absorbed, group members have to engage in a lively flow of 

thoughts, ideas, movements or other forms of interaction through which they both recognize 

others’ individual skills and talents and, in turn, receive recognition for their contribution to 

the group activity.  

6. Concluding Remarks  

Honneth’s reflections on social groups diverge to quite an extent from dominant philosophical 

approaches to the we, although any discussion of these theories is strangely absent from his 

account. On Honneth’s view, membership in social groups provides individuals with 

experiences of recognition, particularly of their individual skills and talents, but it also offers 

opportunities to “fuse” with other group members. While Honneth deserves credit for 

emphasizing the important role that recognition plays in social groups – an insight that has yet 

to be properly acknowledged in the current debate on the we – his assumption of fusion 

experiences is highly problematic. As I have argued here, Honneth’s focus on fusion risks 

overlooking the many ways in which intersubjective recognition can be at work in social 
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groups. Recognition of another’s particular skills and talents should not necessarily be thought 

of as a separate act in which another’s contributions are explicitly thematized, but is often more 

implicit in the many ways in which we engage with one another.  

It is crucial to point out, however, that this claim entails no principled argument against 

the very possibility for subjects to undergo genuine or fictive fusion experiences. In fact, in the 

context of clubbing, a phenomenon I have interrogated in this paper, subjects do at times report 

radically altered self- and other-experiences, usually as a consequence of drug consumption. 

The mere possibility of such experiences, most likely limited to highly specific group practices, 

should not lead us to draw any far-reaching conclusions about constitutive features of social 

groups per se. At the same time, one might object that my discussion of fusion attributes too 

much importance to an aspect that is perhaps negligible in Honneth’s overall account of 

sociality. Against such a view, I have demonstrated that the assumption of fusion experiences 

in social groups is embedded in a much broader theoretical context, playing a not insignificant 

justificatory role in Honneth’s account of early infant development. After all, Honneth 

considers the (alleged) fact that fusion phenomena are ubiquitous in adult life as testifying to 

the presence of experiences of fusion in early infancy. Although this issue would require a 

separate and more detailed investigation, the present paper shows that, at least with regard to 

social groups, such a conclusion is unwarranted.10 

 

 

 
Notes 
 
1 Notable exceptions are Celikates & Schweikard (2011) and Ikaheimo & Laitinen (2011). 
2 In fact, Gilbert mentions in passing that “the phrase ‘mutual recognition’ is often associated with Hegel,” yet is 
quick to add that she “will not attempt to engage with his work” (Gilbert, 2011, p. 272). 
3 The image of the regressive masses is not only shared by Freud and subsequent theorists such as Adorno or 
Canetti, but can already be found in Le Bon’s major work The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, first published 
in 1895.  
4 Unlike Winnicott, Honneth uses the term “mother” in order to refer to a social role that can also be fulfilled 

by persons other than the biological mother. 
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5 Honneth’s endorsement of Winnicott’s account has also been criticized from a feminist perspective. For one, 
critics have objected that Honneth assumes a highly romanticized conception of the relation between mother and 
child, which ignores its fundamental asymmetric character (see Allen, 2010; Young, 2007). As e.g. Amy Allen 
argues, it “strains credulity” to assert that the mother is as dependent on or symbiotically fused with the infant, as 
the infant is with the mother (although she concedes that this, too, is controversial) (Allen, 2010, p. 24). While the 
mother may experience periods of intense bonding with the child, she is nevertheless an independent and 
autonomous being capable of regulating the care for her infant.  
6 For a critical view on Pine’s account see Silverman (2005).  
7 Honneth discusses the issue of omnipotence in greater detail in his conversation with Joel Whitebook (see 
Honneth & Whitebook, 2016). 
8 At the same time, however, the authors concede that this phenomenon was subtle, and that the blurring of 
conceptual boundaries emerged as “a relative difference between synchronous and asynchronous conditions, 
rather than as a delusional disregard of the obvious discrepancies between the observer and the stranger in terms 
of facial features and location in space” (Paladino, Mazzurega, Pavani, & Schubert, 2010, p. 1206). 
9 I borrow this terminology from Honneth’s work on the topic of reification, where he also distinguishes between 
“genuine” and “fictive” or “as-if” cases of reification (Honneth, 2008, pp. 149, 157). 
10 This research was supported by the Independent Research Fund Denmark, as part of the project ‘You and We: 
Second-person Engagement and Collective Intentionality’ (DFF – 7013-00032). I would like to thank Dan Zahavi, 
for his helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper, as well as participants of the Phenomenological Research 
Seminar at the Center for Subjectivity Research for a rich discussion. 
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Conclusion 

There is little doubt that the second-person relation, the relation between an ‘I’ and a ‘you’ (or 

a ‘Thou’), is of pivotal significance for human sociality. In recent years, this relation has been 

at the center of various different philosophical debates, ranging from ethics, to philosophy of 

mind, and neuroscience. The aim of this thesis was to demonstrate the fruitfulness of 

interrogating the topic of second-person relations through the lens of philosophical traditions 

that have not received sufficient attention in the current debate: classical phenomenology and 

dialogical philosophy. Let me in the following summarize the main findings of this thesis.  

 By surveying the work of theorists as diverse as Martin Buber and Edmund Husserl, 

alongside with other phenomenologists such as Emmanuel Levinas and Alfred Schutz, one 

central aim of this thesis was to reveal the multifaceted experiential character of the second-

person relation. Previous debates have often centered upon the question whether, and in which 

sense, second-person relations should be conceptualized as involving reciprocity, a debate to 

which the first article of this thesis, co-written with Felipe León and Dan Zahavi, contributes 

by discussing the neglected exchange between Buber and Levinas on precisely this issue 

(Article 1). Siding with Buber, we have emphasized the importance of reciprocity – and, in 

particular, communicative reciprocity, for establishing second-person relations. Against the 

charges that Levinas raises against Buber, we have argued that conceptualizing second-person 

relations (or ‘I-Thou’ relations) as essentially reciprocal does neither entail the adoption of a 

third-personal, observational stance; nor do reciprocal relations per se violate the other’s 

alterity. However, the character of second-person relations is not sufficiently determined by 

merely pointing towards a situational feature such as reciprocity; what is further needed is a 

precise description of what happens the moment two subjects turn towards one another and 

address each other.  



 146 

 I have presented two different approaches to this issue by comparing Buber’s and 

Husserl’s conception of the I-Thou relation (Article 2). While the works of these two figures 

are often contrasted with each other, I have demonstrated that – despite all differences – they 

converge not only on the idea that the I-Thou relation is crucial for the formation of a we; they 

also share the view that communication is critical in establishing such relations. As I have 

argued, these commonalities only come into view if one takes into account Buber’s lesser 

known, more mature writings that tend to be neglected in the current debate. Yet, despite the 

fact that Buber and Husserl conceptualize the I-Thou relation in roughly similar ways, it is 

striking to see that both seem to highlight this relation for different reasons. Buber argues that 

it is only within the I-Thou relation that the other’s particularity and otherness is acknowledged, 

while Husserl emphasizes its self-transformative character.  

 Since my main interest in Article 2 was to outline the ramifications of these different 

views for Buber’s and Husserl’s conception of the we, it is in Article 3 that I return to the issue 

of communication and its relevance for the second-person relation. Indeed, this article was 

essentially guided by the question, what it is to address another and to be addressed in return. 

Pointing towards the idea that the other’s particularity is cherished (Buber), or highlighting the 

way in which the I-Thou relation transforms the self (Husserl) do not yet provide us with a 

satisfying account of the intersubjective connection that is often said to arise by means of 

communicative acts. In order to shed light on this issue I turned to Husserl’s writings on the 

‘communicative community’ (Mitteilungsgemeinschaft) and presented the idea that 

communication facilitates an ‘intentional intertwinement’ between subjects, which Husserl 

articulates by speaking, for example, of an ‘I-Thou community’. Taking cues from the 

contemporary literature, I developed this idea further and argued that address and uptake of 

address are acts, in which something significant is done for the other: the act of address 

provides space for the other to exercise his or her freedom and autonomy, while the act of 
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uptake confirms to the addressor his or her visibility and efficacy. This account provides not 

only a satisfactory answer to the question why communication is crucial for the I-Thou relation; 

it also helps to demarcate the I-Thou relation from other intersubjective phenomena, such as 

empathy, on the one hand, and we-relations on the other.  

 As this thesis further demonstrated, turning towards the traditions of classical 

phenomenology and dialogical philosophy is not only beneficial in deepening our 

understanding of second-person relations; it also allows us to bring into focus an issue that is 

hardly discussed in the contemporary literature: the relation between the you, the second-

person singular, and the we, the first person plural. In fact, while contemporary research on 

the you and the we has largely been conducted in isolation from one another, drawing on 

resources from phenomenology and dialogical philosophy can help to overcome this 

compartmentalization of research. As I have shown in this thesis, for key thinkers in the 

tradition of phenomenology and dialogical philosophy, second-person relations play a crucial 

role in we-formation. While this is a theme that can be encountered in many of the authors’ 

works considered in this thesis, I have primarily focused on Buber’s much neglected concept 

of the ‘essential We’ to illustrate the claim that one’s thinking about the I-Thou relation has 

further implications for one’s conception of the we (Article 2). As I have shown, Buber’s 

emphasis on otherness and particularity in his description of the I-Thou relation directly carries 

over into his conception of the we. For Buber, relating to other group-members does not 

necessarily imply that one sees the other through the filter of a group-category – a view 

endorsed not only by many social psychologists but also by contemporary phenomenologists; 

rather, for him it is crucial that one embraces the other’s particular and idiosyncratic features. 

Against the possible criticism that this idea amounts to little more than romantic fantasy, I 

argued that Buber’s account shares some features with a recently proposed empirical theory of 
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group-alignment, called ‘identity fusion’, which has gone largely unnoticed in recent 

philosophical debates.  

 However, if there is an assumption that is shared by the main figures discussed in this 

thesis – Husserl, Buber and Levinas –, then this concerns the idea that our communal life should 

not be explicated in terms of fusion or an undifferentiated oneness, essentially eradicating 

plurality and interpersonal difference. In the concluding paper of this thesis (Article 4), I have 

discussed an account that seems to challenge this idea: Axel Honneth’s conception of the we 

as essentially involving states of fusion. Against Honneth, however, I have argued that the 

episodes he conceptualizes in terms of ‘fusion’ are better described by appealing to his own, 

widely known concept of ‘mutual recognition’, which has been unduly neglected in 

contemporary philosophical discussions on the we. Indeed, with his emphasis on fusion-

experiences, allegedly occurring in various different group activities, Honneth seems to 

overlook the many different, often subtle, ways in which intersubjective recognition can be at 

play in social groups.  

 On a more general level, this thesis shows the fertility of approaching fundamental 

structures of social life – the relation between an I and a you, and between members of a we –

from a variety of philosophical perspectives. Resources offered by classical phenomenology, 

dialogical philosophy and Honneth’s critical theory, as I have demonstrated, can help shed light 

on important, but neglected topics such as the relevance of second-person relations for the 

emergence of a we and the role of mutual recognition in shaping communal experiences. It 

should be clear, though, that the articles comprising this thesis are by no means exhaustive of 

the various ways in which these resources can be utilized for current discussions on the you 

and the we – with many more, but perhaps lesser-known thinkers yet to be discovered. 

 


