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Collective Intentionality, We-identity, and the Role of Narratives in the Constitution of 

Friendship 

 

Felipe León1 

 

Abstract: This chapter investigates the relationship between the first-person singular and the first-

person plural perspectives by pursuing two interrelated aims. The first one is to show that the 

traditional focus on collective intentionality can be fittingly supplemented with a focus on collective 

or we-identity. The second one is to articulate a narrative approach to the we-identities 

characteristically present in one central form of friendship. I argue that the narrative approach offers 

resources to account for the historicity, communicative character, and depth of robust or companion 

friendship. On the present proposal, companion friends conceive of some characteristics and 

happenings of their lives—including some of their episodes of collective intentionality—in a way 

that is narratively unified. They do so by appropriating and articulating individual episodes and 

characteristics within the unfolding trajectory of their relation, which has some intrinsic value for 

them. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

What is the relationship between the first-person singular and the first-person plural perspectives? 

One influential way to tackle this question is in terms of the notion of collective intentionality, broadly 

understood as the power of human minds to be jointly directed to objects and states of affairs 

(Schweikard & Schmid, 2013, p. 1; Tollefsen, 2004). In the last decades, various proposals have been 

put forward in philosophy and neighbouring disciplines in order to explain how individual subjects 

can share mental states like intentions, beliefs, and emotions, and thereby be collectively directed to 

the world. Although collective intentionality is arguably a central aspect of the I-we relation, it is less 

often noted that the latter is not exhausted by the former. Another, less explored aspect of the I-we 

relation is collective or we-identity. In brief, whereas research on collective intentionality investigates 

the conditions under which a plurality of individual subjects may believe, intend, or feel something 

together, a key question about we-identity is ‘who are we?’.  

To a first approximation, we-identities are the identities that individual subjects have as ‘one of 

us’, in virtue of their membership in specific social groups. This characterization doesn’t take us very 

far, though, because the notions of membership and social group can be understood in different ways. 

One can be a member of a social group irrespectively of whether one identifies with or cares about 

the group in question. Group membership may not even require that one knows about the group’s 
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existence, let alone about one’s membership in it. For example, one can be a member of the group of 

people who have a genetic predisposition to increased serum calcium levels, in spite of one’s lack of 

knowledge about the existence of that group and one’s membership in it. In other cases, group 

membership presupposes a subjective appropriation. It is experienced from within as a feeling of 

belonging to the group (Zahavi, 2019; Taipale, 2019). Moreover, given the diversity of social groups, 

and the difficulties dividing them into simplified typologies (see Epstein, 2019), it is plausible that 

we-identities also vary depending on what kind of group is at issue. From two strangers who join 

forces to help someone struggling to get on a bus, to friendships, families, online communities, 

institutions, nations, and ethnicities, the social world is partly constituted by a vast array of social 

groups that are plausibly linked to we-identities of various sorts.  

The main aim of this paper is to investigate a particular variety of we-identity, in which group 

membership is characterized by at least three features: (i) it is experienced from within, in the sense 

that being ‘one of us’ is—at least occasionally—an experientially salient feature; (ii) it is more robust 

and enduring than in transient groups formed on the spur of the moment, for example in one single 

joint action; (iii) it is essential, insofar as the identity of the group doesn’t persist through changes of 

membership. By this I mean that if any particular member leaves the group, the identity of the group 

changes. Group membership characterized by these three features is present in a range of social 

formations that are a recognizable and central component of the human social fabric. In particular, 

such features are typically present in groups—and, minimally, dyads—of friends and romantic 

partners. Pairs of friends and romantic partners typically have affectively loaded attitudes of concern 

and care for one another. Such attitudes are experientially salient, diachronically extended, and other-

focused, insofar as they target another particular person.  

To illustrate, consider the following example of the phenomenon that, following Cocking and 

Kennet, I will call companion friendship (Cocking & Kennett, 1998). Alma and Milton are lifelong 

and close friends. They met at school, grew up together, and not only know each other very well, but 

have also shaped many of each other’s interests and values throughout the decades. They meet 

regularly, have their favourite cafés and restaurants, and enjoy spending time together. Intuitively, 

the way in which Alma and Milton are ‘one of us’ as friends is not something remote from their 

consciousnesses. Rather, as part of their friendship, they both experience care and affection for one 

another. Importantly, they don’t care for the other in view of the pleasure or benefits that they might 

individually extract from their relation, but rather for the other’s own sake.2 Moreover, Alma’s and 

Milton’s we-identity as friends clearly differs from the way in which two strangers acting jointly may 

take themselves to be ‘one of us’. Two strangers who, suppose, spontaneously help someone to get 

on a bus may find mutually advantageous to join forces to achieve that goal. But it is not important 
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for them to be with one another as something inherently valuable and significant, as it happens for 

Alma and Milton.  

Consider, further, that if either Alma or Milton leave their group, the latter is thereby dissolved. 

Suppose that Milton moves to a different country and undergoes a religious conversion, and that this 

turns out to undermine the friendship with Alma. As time passes by, they progressively lose contact. 

In the meantime, Alma establishes a friendship with Marco, who after a long time comes to occupy 

a place nearly as special in Alma’s life as Milton did. In such a case, one wouldn’t be inclined to say 

that there has been a replacement of membership in an otherwise stable group, but rather that a new 

group of friends constituted by Alma and Marco has been formed. The reason is that relations of 

friendship involve an appreciation of the particularity of another person that is in tension with taking 

the other to be replaceable by someone else (see Millgram, 1987, p. 363; Helm, 2017). 

How can one go about the task of clarifying the status of we-identities like the one exemplified 

by the relationship between Alma and Milton?? The main claim of this paper is that one can do so in 

terms of a narrative conception of identity. The narrative approach is mostly known in connection 

with discussions about individual personal identity. It encompasses a family of proposals that have 

as common denominator the idea that narratives play a central role in shaping personhood 

(Schechtman, 1996; Ricoeur, 1990; MacIntyre, 2007; Mackenzie & Atkins, 2008). A relatively less 

explored topic in the literature is the relationship between narratives and the first-person plural 

perspective (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019; Tollefsen & Gallagher, 2017; see also Carr, 1986b). 

Building on this work, my main aim will be to outline a narrative approach applicable to the we-

identities to be found in relations of interpersonal friendship like the one Alma and Milton have. On 

the proposal that I will develop, such we-identities are narratively constituted because they 

presuppose that participants communicate and conceive of the happenings of their lives—including 

some of their episodes of collective intentionality—in a unified fashion, as part of an unfolding 

trajectory that has some intrinsic value for them.  

Although friendship is a multifaceted and complex phenomenon that can’t be made fully justice 

within the scope of this paper, I argue that the outlined proposal vindicates at least three characteristic 

features of companion friendships. The first one is that such friendships are historically constituted. 

They are backward- and forward-looking interpersonal relations that build on a shared history and 

sedimented habits. The second one is that friends stand in a communicative relation to one another. 

The third one is that friendship has a characteristic depth, in the sense that friends are in a position to 

literally shape aspects of each other’s identity (see Cocking & Kennett, 1998, p. 504, 2000).3  

The chapter is structured as follows. In Section 2, I elaborate on the distinction between 

collective intentionality and we-identity. I locate the relevant target phenomenon of we-identity in a 

broader context by introducing a distinction between three kinds of we-identities: ephemeral, 
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corporate, and personal. Section 3 elaborates on the very notion of identity by drawing on discussions 

about self-identity. I propose that the distinction between identity in the sense of re-identification and 

in the sense of characterization (Schechtman, 1996) is applicable to personal we-identities, and that 

considerations analogous to the ones put forth in debates on self-identity support the claim that the 

characterizations question about personal we-identities is best answered in terms of a narrative theory 

of identity. In Section 4, I discuss Gallagher and Tollefsen’s notion of we-narratives (Gallagher & 

Tollefsen, 2019). Since their notion of we-narratives is most readily applicable to corporate we-

identities, I propose some adjustments to make the notion of we-narratives applicable to personal we-

identities exemplified by companion friendship. In Section 5, I elaborate on the notion of we-narrative 

applicable to friendship, and I argue that the adjusted notion accounts for the aforementioned features 

of the latter. 

 

2. We-identities: Ephemeral, Corporate, Personal 

 

By and large, researchers working on collective intentionality tend to agree on a series of negative 

and positive constraints (see Schweikard & Schmid, 2013). The first negative constraint is that 

collective mental states are not a mere aggregation or summation of different individuals’ mental 

states. For a plurality of individuals to have a collective mental state, it is not sufficient that they each 

have a mental state of the same type and with similar content. The second negative constraint is that 

collective mental states that are phenomenally conscious ought not to be attributed to a third, supra-

individual entity, distinct from the involved individuals —a conscious group mind. There is nothing 

it is like to be a group, as distinguished from the first-person singular phenomenology of the group 

members. Whichever other properties groups may have, it is implausible to claim that they feel and 

experience like individual subjects do. The third constraint is threefold. It suggests three conditions 

that a convincing account of conscious collective intentionality has to meet: plurality, awareness, and 

integration. In short, conscious collective mental phenomena require more than one participant, each 

participant must have a conscious perspective on the world, and participants must be bound together 

in the right way (see Mathiesen, 2005).  

Traditionally, debates on collective intentionality privileged specific mental state types, 

particularly intentions and beliefs, at the expense of other mental phenomena, like emotions and other 

affective states, that plausibly also come in the first-person plural. In the last years, there has been a 

lot of work that has amended this shortcoming, by supplementing and complexifying the palette of 

collective mental states and phenomena under scrutiny. Although much has been won from this 

strategy, it is important to realize its limits. What this strategy can provide is an investigation and 

clarification of a range of types of collective mental phenomena. But a fine-grained and 
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taxonomically differentiated investigation of collective mental phenomena will not provide an 

account of how instantiations of those collective mental phenomena might be interwoven and linked 

with each other in the unity of an identity. For comparison, consider personal identity. One feature 

that sets apart a person from an aggregate of mental states and character traits is that the former notion 

picks out a more or less coherent unit in which mental states and other psychological features are 

interwoven and made intelligible. This is what warrants attributions of what matters to a person, her 

responsibility, her take on a situation, and so on. Specific states and attitudes gain their intelligibility 

and significance as constituents of a psychological life in the context of the broader network of a 

person’s mental states (Frankfurt, 1988; Wollheim, 1984).  

Why should these considerations matter for a better understanding of the relationship between 

the first-person singular and the first-person plural perspectives? They matter because they suggest 

that no matter how exhaustive, fine-grained, and differentiated an account of collective intentionality 

is, that account will fall short of clarifying the status of the I-we relation if questions about identity 

are left out of the picture. If this diagnosis is correct, collective intentionality should be appraised as 

only one aspect of the I-we relation. The I-we relation is not only about intentionality, but also about 

identity. Elaborating on this point will help to better demarcate the target phenomenon of we-identity 

that will be under focus in this paper.  

Consider instances of collective intentionality in which individuals engage in short-lived 

cooperative activities like preparing a sauce together, taking a walk together, or dancing the tango 

together. Examples like these have been often discussed in the literature on collective intentionality. 

It has been argued that the performance of joint actions is typically accompanied by a distinctive 

sense of joint agency (Pacherie, 2011, 2014) or we-agency (Salmela & Nagatsu, 2017), and an 

experience of joint control (Tollefsen, 2014). And it seems indeed plausible that individuals who 

engage in single joint actions like carrying a table together or preparing a sauce together typically 

have some experientially salient ‘sense of us’ and of being ‘one of us’, insofar as they carry out a 

particular joint action together. However, one shouldn’t overlook the extent to which the sense of 

being ‘one of us’ in the performance of a joint action often depends on a pre-existing relationship 

between the involved agents. For example, compare a situation in which one is taking a walk together 

with a colleague whom one hasn’t me before, in the context of a walk-and-talk activity at a 

departmental seminar, and a situation in which one is taking a walk together with one’s romantic 

partner. Although, at some level of abstraction, the two situations have as a common denominator a 

sense of being ‘one of us’ while walking together, it is fairly clear that such sense will be different in 

the two cases. By focusing on joint action (and other instances of collective intentionality) in 

abstraction from pre-existing relationships that obtain between the involved agents, traditional 

theories of collective intentionality have tended to neglect questions pertaining to we-identity.  
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As a way of mapping the terrain, in a preliminary and non-exhaustive way, I propose to 

distinguish between three kinds of we-identity: ephemeral, corporate, and personal.4 Ephemeral we-

identities are linked to “ephemeral groups” (Calabi, 2008), which arise and dissolve quickly. Such 

groups may be constituted in single episodes of triadic joint attention, small-scale joint action or 

emotional sharing. Paradigmatically, ephemeral we-identities take place in interactions between 

strangers. The only relevant pre-requisite to have an ephemeral we-identity in connection with the 

execution of a joint action is that individuals can cooperate. Ephemeral we-identities are quite 

pervasive in human sociality. One way to bring this out is by considering the role of communication 

in interpersonal understanding. The idea that interpersonal communication, in its different formats 

and varieties, is a widespread and central form of social understanding is hard to deny. One proposal 

that is getting increasing traction amongst psychologists and philosophers is that joint cooperative 

(non-deceptive) communication is a joint action (Tomasello, 2008; Searle, 2010; Jankovic, 2018; see 

also Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019, p. 213; Schmid, 2014, p. 11)5. If so, strangers who participate in 

short-lived joint communicative actions may have a sense of joint agency and joint control when they 

communicate, as it happens in other types of joint agency.  

Whereas the notion of ephemeral we-identity arises from reflection about ephemeral groups, 

consideration of another type of social groups suggests a further notion of we-identity. This is the 

notion of what I call corporate we-identity. Corporate groups have been described in the literature as 

large-scale groups with a clear structure, an organization that is often hierarchical, and clearly stated 

decision-making procedures (Tollefsen, 2015, p. 47; French, 1984). Examples of such groups are 

business corporations, the US army, the Red Cross, and university faculties. Corporate groups are 

enduring groups that persist across changes of membership and have a legal status (List & Pettit, 

2011; Pettit, 2014; Tollefsen, 2015)6. Such groups are usually contrasted with mere sets or 

aggregations, such as a crowd or the people standing at a bus stop (French, 1984). Since the identity 

of a corporate groups persists across changes of individual membership, to have a we-identity in a 

corporate group involves seeing oneself as representative of a group that persists beyond one’s 

membership in it. Although corporate we-identities don’t require actual interpersonal interaction, 

when individuals relate to one another on the basis of a corporate we-identity, they relate to one 

another qua group members.  

Might ephemeral and corporate we-identities have anything in common? I suggest they do. 

Neither ephemeral nor corporate we-identities require that individuals relate to one another 

personally. They may also take place if individuals relate to one another in an impersonal way. By 

‘impersonal’ I don’t mean disrespectful, objectifying, or de-humanizing, but rather the non-intimate 

way of relating to one another that is characteristic of interactions between strangers, passers-by or 
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group representatives. Because of this shared feature, both ephemeral and corporate we-identities 

differ from personal we-identities, paradigmatically exemplified by dyadic companion friendships 

and romantic love relations. On the one hand, personal we-identities are more enduring than 

ephemeral we-identities. On the other hand, they are less robust than corporate we-identities, given 

the lack of persistence of dyadic personal groups across changes of membership. Most critically, 

personal we-identities  require appreciation of another particular person as a non-substitutable 

individual.  

Recall the example of Alma and Milton, who have cultivated a lifelong friendship, and have 

grown together and shared their lives as friends. I think that the notion of personal we-identity is what 

we need to approach this example. Whereas the togetherness of Alma and Milton as friends surely 

differs from an ephemeral we-identity, it also differs from the robustness of corporate we-identities, 

insofar as their group doesn’t have an identity that persists if either of them leaves the group.7 More 

generally, what sets apart friendship and other relations in which private and intimate knowledge of 

a particular other plays a constitutive role is that they are distinctively personal relations.8 

It is noteworthy that some recurrent examples of shared emotions and collective actions in the 

literature on collective intentionality involve individuals who have personal we-identities, in the sense 

I have just outlined. Consider Max Scheler’s widely discussed example of emotional sharing: two 

parents are grieving in front of their dead child’s body, and they feel their grief in common (Scheler, 

2008, pp. 12–13; see León et al., 2019; Schmid, 2009). Some commentators have noted that this 

example “suggests pre-existing relations of marital love and marital life between the sharers of the 

feeling” (Konzelman-Ziv, 2009), as well as a “a diachronic narrative intimacy” (Krueger, 2016, p. 

270) comprising the memories, shared experiences, and associations peculiar to this particular family 

unit. And Scheler himself suggests that for one of the parents to join the other in the experience of 

grieving together, there must be in place “the highest form of love” (Scheler, 2008, p. 12).  

Perhaps one reason why some paradigmatic examples of shared emotions, such as Scheler’s, 

have proven challenging to tackle is that personal we-identities have not been brought properly into 

the picture. Be it as it may, my main focus in this paper will be on personal we-identities, taking 

companion friendship as the guiding phenomenon under examination.  

 

3. Re-identification, Characterization, and Narrative Identity 

 

This section takes the foregoing investigation of personal we-identities two steps forward by focusing 

on the very notion of identity, and on the role of narratives in self-identity. Any attempt to shed light 

on the notion of identity will quickly realize that it is not univocal. It is helpful to consider here 

discussions about personal identity. Marya Schechtman has influentially argued that there is a 
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distinction between two questions about personal identity: the re-identification question and the 

characterization question (Schechtman, 1996). The re-identification question inquiries into the 

conditions that have to obtain for a person existing at one time to be numerically identical with a 

person existing at another time. The question here is how two independently definable moments or 

slices of a person can be said to be moments or slices of the same person. Although the re-

identification question has been central to philosophical reflection about personal identity, 

Schechtman argues that there is another question about it. This second question is not about the 

metaphysical conditions of the persistence of persons through time, but rather about identity in a 

sense closer to the ordinary usage of the term ‘identity’. When in ordinary life people ask questions 

about their own and others’ identity, what is typically at issue is what they are like, what makes them 

distinctive as the persons they are. In contrast to identity as re-identification, the question about 

identity in the sense of characterization inquiries into the characteristics and psychological features 

that make a person the person she is (Schechtman, 1996, pp. 74, 2).  

The re-identification and the characterization questions are logically different because they 

involve different relata. Whereas the former question is concerned with the relation between two 

person-slices, the latter question seeks to define the relation between a person and characteristics, 

actions, and experiences that are hers (Schechtman, 1996, p. 77). The difference between the two 

questions can be made vivid by considering that identity in the sense of characterization is the relevant 

notion of identity in the talk of an “identity crisis” (Schechtman, 1996, p. 74). When somebody has 

an identity crisis, what is typically at issue is not the kind of identity that depends on whether two 

person-stages are constituents of the same person, but rather identity understood as the attributability 

of certain actions, experiences, and psychological traits. More generally, whereas identity in the sense 

of re-identification is primarily about metaphysics, identity in the sense of characterization is about 

attributability and practical concerns. According to Schechtman, a narrow focus on the re-

identification question is unable to capture some important pre-theoretical intuitions that link personal 

identity with issues pertaining to survival, moral responsibility, self-interested concern, and 

compensation (Schechtman, 1996, pp. 2, 149). Re-identification theorists who make implicit appeal 

to the cogency of those features, are led astray by conflating the metaphysical question about identity 

in the sense of re-identification with the practically oriented question of identity in the sense of 

characterization. As a way out of this impasse, Schechtman proposes that giving center stage to the 

characterization question is the right way to vindicate the practical significance that people ordinarily 

attach to their and other people’s identity.  

For the purposes of this chapter, it is not central to consider how exactly to understand the 

relationship between the re-identification and the characterization questions. What is more relevant 

is that they are distinct questions that—going back to my guiding example—can also be raised about 
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we-identities like the one Alma and Milton instantiate. It is one thing to ask how independently 

definable parts or slices of a group of friends are brought together into a numerically single entity that 

persists over time. It is another thing to ask which traits, characteristics and actions are properly 

attributable to the group, or taking the insider’s perspective, to us. Suppose that, because of a serious 

fight which threatens the continuity of their friendship, Alma and Milton have to address the question 

of who they are as friends. There is a relevant distinction to be made between asking about the 

characteristics and features that make them who they are as friends, constituting them as a locus of 

practical significance, and asking about the conditions under which the group that they constitute is 

numerically identical with respect to, say, two months ago. The difference between the re-

identification and the characterization questions in the context of we-identity can be made vivid by 

considering that—as it happens—identity crises come not only in the first-person singular, but also 

in the first-person plural. A group of friends undergoing a relationship crisis may be very much 

concerned with the question ‘who are we?’, in a sense that has little to do with determining the re-

identification criteria of a specific entity, and more with the characteristics that are rightly attributable 

to them.  

The question about characterization is suitable to address one central feature of personal we-

identities that I mentioned at the outset. I suggested there that personal we-identities are experienced 

from within. But what does it take for a we-identity to be so experienced? What does it take for me 

to experience myself as one of us? One requirement that has to be in place is that one’s membership 

is something that one subjectively appropriates, in the sense that one attributes it to oneself and 

incorporates it in one's self-understanding. Importantly, attributability and appropriation play a 

central role in characterization issues, but not in re-identification issues. As Schechtman writes,  

 
[a]n identity in the sense of the characterization question, is not […] something that an individual has 

whether she knows it or not, but something that she has because she acknowledges her personhood and 

appropriates certain actions and experiences as her own (Schechtman, 1996, p. 95).  

 

This aspect of acknowledgement and appropriation is arguably absent in the re-identification 

question. Whether or not a person is a numerically identical entity through time is a metaphysical 

issue that doesn’t depend on a subjective appropriation. Consequently, the characterization question 

is more suitable to examine the status of personal we-identities than the re-identification question.9 

Pursuing further this line of reflection leads to consider how, if at all, there can be not only a subjective 

appropriation of events, values, etc. from a first-person singular perspective, but also intersubjective 

practices of appropriations from a first-person plural perspective. 
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Now, supposing that the characterization question is central for better understanding personal 

we-identities, what should the answer to that question be? Consider self-identity. According to 

Schechtman and other authors, the answer to the characterization question about self-identity is a self-

narrative (Schechtman, 1996; see Kind, 2015, p. 130). There are significant disagreements in the 

literature about the very notion of narrative, and the role of narratives in self-identity. Some take a 

self-narrative to be a precondition for selfhood, others hold that narratives are a widespread but not 

necessary tool for understanding oneself (and others). Some take narrative unity to be a desideratum 

that one should strive for, and others take narrativity to be a descriptive feature of how ordinary 

people experience their lives.  

I don’t intend to address the many issues surrounding the notion of narrative here. Instead, I 

will adopt a modified version of the Narrative Self-Constitution View (Schechtman, 1996, 2011).10 

The central idea of this view is that “we constitute ourselves as selves by understanding our lives as 

narrative in form and living accordingly” (Schechtman, 2011, p. 398). The version I adopt is modified 

in two senses. First, I take narrative identity to be only one aspect or dimension of self-identity 

pertaining to personhood and self-understanding, and based on a more basic—yet less substantive— 

notion of minimal selfhood that pertains to phenomenal consciousness and self-experience (Zahavi, 

2014). Secondly, it is not part of the notion of narrative that I adopt that there must be a single 

overarching narrative—a master narrative—spanning the whole of an individual’s person’s life. 

There might be more than one narrative, across different timescales, even though there might also be 

pressure towards narrative unification in a single life narrative.  

A self-narrative, understood along the lines of the Narrative Self-Constitution View, is an 

unfolding developmental structure, in the light of which specific events, episodes, and happenings 

gain their significance. More in detail, a self-narrative has a structure, a holistic character, and is 

partly communicable. First, to have a narrative self-identity is to conceive of some of the events and 

happenings of one’s life as articulated within a broader structure. Secondly, narratives are holistic, in 

the sense that they are structural wholes in terms of which individual parts gain their significance. 

Narratives are not made up of interconnections between independently definable parts, but are rather 

wholes in terms of which individual parts gain their intelligibility. As Schechtman illustrates, the 

experience of winning the lottery will be different for someone immensely wealthy, someone very 

poor, and someone who has unsuccessfully struggled with a gambling addiction (2011, p. 398). 

Finally, narratives have a communicative dimension. Even if some narratives may operate at an 

implicit level, a narrator must be in a position to articulate a narrative linguistically and communicate 

it, at least partially. The notion of a fully implicit self-narrative that would be fully implicit would be 

somewhat mysterious. 
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The just sketched conception of narrative has the advantage of avoiding two unattractive 

positions (see Schechtman, 2011). On the one hand, a notion of narrative that is too narrow and 

demanding. On the other hand, one that is too broad and permissive. If having a narrative identity 

would require from someone to constant tell the events of her life in an actually written or told story, 

having a narrative identity would be a quite exceptional and rare accomplishment. On the other hand, 

if one opts for a broader and looser notion of narrative, the notion of narrative would become quite 

diluted, and potentially trivial. If any actions that a subject performs would be per se narrative or part 

of a narrative, the narrative view appears to become vulnerable to the charge of “pan-narrativism” 

(Gallagher & Hutto, 2019, p. 33). As Gallagher and Hutto express this worry, this is “the idea that all 

things – the world in-itself, human lives – are, at root, narrative in nature” (2019, p. 33; see Strawson, 

2004).  

One way of responding to the charge of pan-narrativism is by conceptualizing narratives as 

representational artifacts produced for communicative functions (Gallagher & Hutto, 2019, p. 33). 

On this view, a narrative selects and arranges contents in a certain way for communication. One might 

worry that this proposal relapses into the problem that narratives are exceptional accomplishments. 

But this need not be the case, because the requirement that narratives have a communicative function 

can be interpreted in at least two ways. On a strong reading, narratives have to be actually told in 

order to be operative. On a weaker reading, narratives may be largely implicit (in the sense of not 

being actually communicated), even if for a narrative to be operative particular stretches or segments 

of the narrative would have to be communicable (see Schechtman, 1996).11 

In sum, the concept of narrative tracks an important dimension of self-identity linked to 

characterization and attributability issues. It highlights that one central aspect of self-understanding 

doesn’t come about by putting together independently definable pieces (episodes, events, traits, 

values, etc.), but rather by appropriating them within the temporally extended unity of an ongoing 

story. I contend that this conception of narrative can fulfil a double role. First, it can help elucidate 

personal we-identities exemplified by relations of companion friendship. Secondly, it can provide a 

common ground to understand the articulation between self-identity and we-identity. Since I will 

address the first point in some detail in the next section, I close this section by considering the second 

point.  

Why would narrative identity be a suitable common ground to understand the articulation 

between self-identity and we-identity? As noted by several authors (Bruner, 1987, p. 21; MacIntyre, 

1985; Ricoeur, 1990), one shouldn’t think of narrative self-identity as a solitary accomplishment. 

Other people typically figure in important ways in self-narratives, not only as more or less anonymous 

sources of values, thoughts, and expectations, but also as more or less significant and concrete others: 

partners, parents, friends, colleagues, acquaintances, etc. This suggests that one reason why 
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narrativity is a suitable common ground between self-identity and we-identity is that there is an 

important connection between narrative self-understanding and alterity. The narratives that others 

conceive and tell about oneself can have an impact on one’s self-conception, and concrete others can 

also play a central role in one’s individual self-conception. Going one step further, other people might 

also be important for narrative understanding because a plurality of individuals can also co-construct 

narratives together, as narratives from a first-person plural perspective.   

 

4. We-narratives Below Corporate Groups  

 

I have motivated the idea that the characterization question about identity is suitable to clarify the 

status of we-identities, and I have introduced the notion of narrative as it plays out in discussions on 

self-identity. This section elaborates on the relationship between narrative understanding and we-

identities, by focusing on the notion of we-narratives, introduced in the recent literature by Gallagher 

and Tollefsen. They describe we-narratives as “narratives about what we are doing, have done, and 

will do, or what we ought to do and want to do.” (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019; Tollefsen & 

Gallagher, 2017), and they motivate their account by considering the problems of the stability and 

the depth of shared agency (see Bratman, 2006). In brief, the problem of stability arises because a 

plurality of agents may have a prior shared intention to do something together even if they have 

different, and perhaps conflicting reasons to do it. This raises concerns of what can secure the stability 

of a shared intention. The problem of depth is that even if some agents might share a common 

framework of background reasons to do something together, they may each have different reasons 

for accepting that common framework.  

Gallagher and Tollefsen propose that one way in which the stability and depth of shared agency 

can be increased is by means of we-narratives. More specifically, they suggest that we-narratives 

have three roles in the formation and maintenance of a we. The first role concerns the group’s 

reflective attribution of shared agency. When members of a group engage in retrospective and 

prospective narrative processes, they often do so by talking about what we have done or what we will 

do. Importantly, Gallagher and Tollefsen suggest that this is a way in which the group attributes 

agency to itself, given that a group narrative may extend “beyond any passing set of participants” 

(Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019, p. 214). The we-narrative of a group secures that the latter is robust 

enough that the agential status of the group becomes independent of who the specific members of the 

group are at a given time. Consider, for example, a university board deciding on some modifications 

of curricula. What the board members decide together qua board members, deliberating from a first-

person plural perspective and in terms of what we decide as members of the board, is supposed to be 

independent from who the individual members of the board are at a given time. 
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A second role of we-narratives identified by Gallagher and Tollefsen concerns the group’s 

identity over time. We-narratives support the group’s identity because they can make it clear to others 

“who they are in terms of group identity”. This again may happen “even through a changing series of 

participants”. (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019, p. 214). Consider again a university board, this time 

reflecting about the long-term mission and vision of the institution. The board can thereby create an 

“identity narrative” (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019) about the university. This may include a set of 

guiding principles and pedagogical objectives that make explicit what distinguishes the profile of that 

institution from other institutions. Finally, we-narratives about joint projects—particularly when 

these are long-termed planned—can also provide stability to we-formations. We-narratives help to 

explain why individuals can be bound together and continue their participation in a joint action, even 

if they have formed shared intentions for different reasons. This is because we-narratives can specify 

the content of commitment and assurances that motivate people to continue their participation in a 

joint action, and they may also indicate how they are going to proceed by specifying relevant means 

and goals (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019, p. 215).  

Although Gallagher and Tollefsen suggest that the we relevant for their analysis can be “as 

small as a dyad and as large as a nation-state or an ethnic group” (Tollefsen & Gallagher, 2017, p. 

102), it is fairly clear that their account of we-narratives is most readily applicable to corporate 

groups. In fact, they also write that  

 
[a]ll three of these issues—joint agency, identity, and stability—are relevant to the concept of a 

corporate or instituted group, as distinguished from an aggregate (a collection of people not acting 

together) or a plural group (short-lived, constituted in one action—you and me moving a table together) 

(Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019, p. 215; see Gallagher, 2020, p. 221).  

 

As mentioned in Section 2, corporate groups are taken to have a structure, a hierarchical 

organization, decision-making processes, and an identity that persists across changes of membership 

(Tollefsen, 2015; Tollefsen & Gallagher, 2017, p. 104). In contrast, an aggregative group is a 

collection of individuals with a common property, such as the collection of all red-haired women, 

and a plural group comes into existence in one single joint action (Tollefsen, 2015, p. 47).  

Although Gallagher and Tollefsen don’t claim that this taxonomy is exhaustive, one difficulty 

that arises is that it isn’t clear how the group of friends constituted by Alma and Milton could fit into 

it. Their group is not a mere aggregate, because there doesn’t seem to be one specific property that 

they have in common, and in virtue of which they would members of their group. They are neither a 

plural agent, because their friendship is not a matter of one single joint action. And they are not a 
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corporate group, because their individual membership in the group is essential. As pointed out above, 

the identity of a dyadic friendship like theirs does not persist through changes of membership.  

Might we-narratives, nonetheless, play a role in the personal we-identity that Alma and Milton 

instantiate? I suggest that Gallagher and Tollefsen’s notion of we-narratives is of relevance to answer 

this question, provided that some adjustments are made to the notion of we-narrative that they offer. 

First, while the reflective attribution of shared agency via retrospective and prospective narrative 

processes plays an important role in a friendship, it would not concern the group beyond any passing 

set of participants. Secondly, consider group identity. Whereas it is up to a university board to 

construct and reach agreement about a suitable identity narrative, it is much less clear that identity 

narratives are something that friends are typically concerned with. Friends may reflect jointly and 

explicitly about their ‘we’, but differently from corporations and institutions, that might happen if 

there is some conflict or uncertainty about who they are. At any rate, the idea of reaching agreement 

about who we are as friends seems problematic, insofar as it is not fully up to the friends to decide 

and draw the boundaries of who they are. One can decide to cultivate a friendship and to do many 

things for one’s friends, but a friendship as such cannot be established in the first place by acts of the 

will. It is relevant not to overlook the role of passivity and organic growth in the constitution of some 

affectively loaded social formations.12 This point can be brought into focus by considering the 

distinction between the phenomena that Aron Gurwitsch calls partnership and communal being-

together. Whereas the former is an instrumental association between people who voluntarily 

undertake a certain task together (and who are only bounded by it), the latter is not a matter decision, 

will and expected outcomes, but rather of growing together in a specific community (Gurwitsch, 

1979).13  

What about the issues of stability and depth of shared agency? I suggest that in the context of 

groups such as the one constituted by Alma and Milton, these problems are, to some extent at least, 

solved in advance. This is because what binds the friends in what they do together as friends is, at 

least partly, the flourishing of their relation. This is something that both friends value and want to 

promote. This, of course, is not to deny that we-narratives may play an important role indicating how 

friends—like any other co-agents—should proceed doing something together. The point is rather that 

concerns about the stability and depth of shared agency are at least considerably diminished once 

shared agency is placed in the context of concrete and normatively loaded interpersonal relations, 

such as friendship, which provide participants with reasons for us that are arguably absent in others 

social relations. In the next section, I discuss in more detail how we-narratives can provide an answer 

to the characterization question about personal we-identities exemplified by interpersonal friendship, 

and offer support for this proposal. 
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5. Historicity, Communication, and the Depth of Friendship  

 

My thesis is that we-narratives play a role in the constitution of a central form of friendship, like the 

one exemplified by Alma and Milton, because the unity of their social relation is best understood in 

terms of a narrative unity. This means that, as part of being friends, Alma and Milton conceive of 

some events, actions, and characteristics as articulated within an ongoing story. This story is not just 

a collection of items, but a broader unitary structure in the light of which particular events and 

characteristics are made sense of. On this view, the we-narrative of two companion friends does not 

consist of the specific episodes they have gone or will go through together, but rather in the way in 

which those episodes are appropriated and made intelligible in light of a more or less coherent and 

meaningful whole, which is the trajectory of their relation. In this section, I elaborate on three features 

of friendship—historicity, communication, and depth—, and explain how the proposal that the we-

identities of friendship are narratively constituted helps to account for them. 

One feature that makes friendships different from fleeting relations that arise and dissolve 

quickly is that the former are backward- and forward-looking relations. Historicity matters for 

friendship because the shared history of a group of friends can be lived from within by them, 

individuating their group in a unique way and distinguishing them from other groups. Such shared 

history may be jointly organized, appropriated, and recalled in certain ways that are group specific. 

Research on transactive memory systems lends support to the idea that intimate social groups, like 

friendships, develop processes of memory encoding and retrieval that may be distributed across the 

group members, in such a way that no individual members can recall what they can jointly remember 

(Harris et al., 2011; Theiner, 2013). Moreover, the shared history of a friendship can be scaffolded 

by environmental features in specific ways. Far from being a self-enclosed mental construction, a 

friendship is a world-directed social formation. It can have its own specific “surrounding world”, 

constituted by aspects of the socio-material environment that are imbued with practical and affective 

significance for that particular social group (Husserl, 1952, pp. 195–196). Be it recurrently visited 

places or material objects with a special significance, environmental features can support the 

continuity of a friendship identity over time by providing members with opportunities for 

remembering a shared past, and planning for the future together.  

We-narratives can readily account for the historicity of friendship, because narrative identity is 

diachronically extended. It provides a framework within which the changes that an interpersonal 

relation undergoes across time can be made sense of, while preserving an overarching coherence. 

Moreover, we-narratives can also account for the role of environmental scaffoldings in friendship. 

Analogously to how, at the individual level, networks of objects that are open for narrative 

appropriation and ‘emplotment’ can support the continuity of a personal identity over time 
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(Heersmink, 2018, p. 1836), there can also be group-specific networks of objects that are open for 

narrative appropriation and that support the identity of a group over time. 

That being said, since the identity of other kinds of groups may be historically constituted and 

scaffolded by the environment in various ways, it is relevant to have a closer look at the case of 

friendship. One feature of friendship that sets it apart from prototypical corporate agents, like a 

university board, is that there is a sense in which the attribution of specific characteristics to the we-

narrative of a friendship is geared towards the flourishing of the relation itself. This point can be 

brought into focus by considering some remarks by Stanley Cavell in the context of his analysis of 

Hollywood comedies of “re-marriage” from the 1930’s. Cavell suggests that a characteristic feature 

of friendship is that friends care more about being together than about the specific actions that they 

carry out. He calls this “the ascendancy of being together over doing something together” (Cavell, 

1981, p. 88). As he writes in his reading of Frank Capra’s movie It Happened One Night:  

 
What this pair does together is less important than the fact that they do whatever it is together, that they 

know how to spend time together, even that they would rather waste time together than do anything 

else—except that no time they are together could be wasted. Here is a reason that these relationships 

strike us as having the quality of friendship […] (Cavell, 1981, p. 88).  

 

Implicit in Cavell’s remark that “no time they are together could be wasted” is the idea that 

being together as friends is something inherently valuable for the friends. For comparison, consider 

corporate groups. One reason why the university board might be concerned with the group identity 

of the institution is that the latter has a mission to carry out. In that sense, drawing the boundaries of 

the institutional we is relevant because of long-term institutional goals. What the mission of a 

companion friendship may be is considerably less clear. While one might want to make room for 

purely instrumental friendships (ex. g. tennis buddies who meet regularly only because of the 

individual benefits they each extract from playing together), there is at least one central variety of 

friendship that is not intrinsically dependent on the achievement of specific goals external to the 

flourishing of the friendship itself.  

This suggests that the kind of unity of friendship involves some recognition of the flourishing 

of the relevant we-identity as a good to be pursued for its own sake. In other words, there is an 

important sense in which friends are together for the sake of being together. Their community is not 

necessarily structured around external objectives or goals—although it might be derivatively so 

structured—, but is geared towards the flourishing of their communal relation. As distinguished from 

“objectual communities”, friendship can be qualified as a “reflexive community” in which “[t]he 

community and the life in the community become […] an end in itself [Selbstzweck]” (Walther, 1923, 
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p. 67. My translation; Löwith, 2016/1928, pp. 147, 160). Inconsequential and trivial endeavors, and 

the mere ‘hanging around’ with each other, can be valued as such by the friends because those 

episodes are interpreted as parts of the ongoing we-narrative of their friendship, to which they attach 

some intrinsic value. 

Both common sense and philosophical reflection suggest that friends stand in a communicative 

relation to one another and that lack of communication erodes friendships (Aristotle, 2019- 1157b13). 

I think we should uphold these two ideas. Although there surely is a lot of variation in patterns of 

communication between friends, the idea of being friends with someone with whom the possibility 

of reciprocal communication is foreclosed doesn’t make much sense. But assuming that the adoption 

of a communicative stance towards each other is a constitutive aspect of a relation of friendship, what 

account of the we-identity of friendship could illuminate it? Given that narratives have a 

communicative dimension, the narrative approach is in a position to do so. Communicating subjects 

can jointly build a conception under which they value their being together, co-constructing and 

extending their common ground, and conceiving of themselves as us by locating specific 

characteristics in the context of their shared history. This, I suggest, is not different from co-

constructing the we-narrative of their relationship. At the same time—like self-narratives—we-

narratives need not be constantly told to be operative. But they have to be partly communicable. Such 

we-narratives typically involve retrospective recollection and prospective deliberation about what we 

have done or will do, but they may also operate implicitly. 

Finally, consider the depth of friendship. By this I mean that being ‘one of us’ as friends is not 

just like any other property that an individual happens to instantiate, but rather one that potentially 

shapes who she or he is in a profound way. The lives of close friends interpenetrate in complex ways, 

which go beyond a self-categorization dependent on contextual cues (Turner et al., 1994), and also 

beyond the self-disclosure of confidential information—something that may happen reciprocally 

between, say, two psychoanalysts who analyse each other (Reiman, 1976, p. 33). Friends are prone 

to see each other through the other’s eyes and they tend to develop “relational identities” (Cocking & 

Matthews, 2000; Cocking & Kennett, 1998), insofar as they shape aspects of their individual 

identities in and through their interpersonal relation. This becomes particularly evident in disruptions 

and dissolutions of friendship. As Nehamas suggests, the grief of being deserted by a friend is peculiar 

in that it isn’t just about what one friend might have done. Rather, “[a]t the core of such grief lurks 

the anguish provoked by a deeper, more pervasive abandonment, a rejection not merely of what we 

have done but of what we are” (Nehamas, 2010, p. 286).  

How to account for the tight relation between friendship and self-identity? One possibility is to 

argue that the depth of friendship has a distinctive normative character. Consider the proposal that 

close friends come to constitute a “plural agent” (Helm, 2008, 2010), insofar as they come to jointly 
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hold a shared evaluative perspective. Even though plural agents are said to be ontologically dependent 

on their members (Helm, 2010, p. 265), they are supposed to have specific patterns of rationality, and 

to be agents that exist in their own right. In a plural agent, the mental states of some individuals are 

rationally interconnected in such a way that they are responsive not to what matters to them qua 

individuals, but rather qua one of us (Helm, 2010, p. 276). It is the group as a whole that is the subject 

of import, and each member of the plural agent can be held rationally accountable for his responses 

in light of the joint evaluative perspective (2010, p. 273). Participation in such a plural agent could 

potentially explain that being ‘one of us’ as friends is a property with repercussions on self-identity.  

But one shortcoming of this proposal is that it leaves rather unexplained how a plural agent 

comes about. How does a plural agent relate to the attitudes of the individual agents that constitute 

it? To put it differently, what comes first: the plural agent or the attitudes towards the plural agent? 

Pointing out that there is a circularity here, but not of a vicious kind because “each comes into 

existence simultaneously” (Helm, 2010, pp. 281–282), is not a satisfactory solution. In fact, this 

emphasis on simultaneity doesn’t square well with the historicity of some putative plural agents, 

including those exemplified by relations of companion friendship. The latter are backward- and 

forward-looking relations that are diachronically extended and build on a shared history. 

I suggest that the notion of we-narratives can be of help here. Although the depth of friendship 

may well have a normative character, it is one that arises historically, from the progressive 

interpenetration of self-narratives under an emerging we-narrative. As proposed above, the latter 

depends on the communicative appropriation of certain characteristics as ours, which is a process of 

narrative construction. The narrative approach offers resources to explain the interpenetration of 

friends’ self-identities in terms of the interrelation between self-narratives that become integrated 

within an overarching we-narrative that develops over time. This proposal can explain why relations 

of friendship can not only greatly enrich self-identity, but also—and more interestingly—partly 

constitute it. For example, co-constructing a we-narrative with Milton, and partaking in a we-identity 

of friendship with him, can be a characteristic with which Alma comes to strongly identify qua 

individual person. Indeed, it can become a constitutive feature of her self-identity and her self-

narrative, to the extent that losing that feature can be experienced as a loss of one part of her identity. 

 

6. Concluding Remarks 

 

By way of conclusion, I come back to my initial question: what is the relationship between the I and 

the we? One aim of this chapter has been to show that the traditional focus on collective intentionality 

can be fruitfully supplemented with a focus on we-identity. A second aim has been to show how this 

can be done by investigating the personal we-identities characteristically present in one central form 
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of friendship. I have argued that the narrative approach offers resources to account for the we-

identities of companion friendship, insofar as it helps to better understand the historicity, 

communicative character, and depth of the latter. Whether this proposal can also be applied to other 

types of interpersonal relations is a question that remains open for further exploration.  
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2 On the Aristotelian motif, widely accepted in contemporary discussions on friendship, that friends 

care for each other for the other’s own sake, see (Aristotle, 2019 - 1156b7-12, 2018- 1380b35-1381a; 
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Brink, 1999). Aristotle distinguishes between three kinds of friendship—friendships of utility, of 

pleasure, and of character—and attributes the feature of caring for the other for the other’s own sake 

to the last kind, which he takes to be the highest and most complete kind of friendship. For the 

purposes of this paper, I take the present example to illustrate one central variety of friendship, and I 

leave open that there might be other varieties of it (for discussion, see Helm, 2017). 
3 Although I believe that these features can also be found in other types of interpersonal relations, 

including relations of romantic love, I will focus on companion friendship.  
4 The proposed taxonomy is not intended to exclude cases in which the different categories of we-

identity may partly overlap.  
5 For arguments in support of the claim that core cases of cooperative telling are joint actions, based 

on the normative properties of telling and on deception counterexamples to Gricean accounts of 

communication, see (Jankovic, 2018, 2014). 
6 Some theorists highlight the persistence of the group’s identity across changes of membership 

because they take it to be a pre-condition for the attribution of rights and responsibility to the group 

as such. Another issue that I don’t consider here is that some corporate groups may require for their 

persistence the stable membership of specific individuals.  
7 Let me note here that a further variety of we-identity might be linked to ethnic and national groups, 

which persist across changes of individual membership, but lack any clear decision-making 

procedures, hierarchical organization, and other features typically associated to corporate groups.   
8 Needless to say, the label ‘personal we-identities’ is not intended to suggest that ephemeral 

integrations and corporate we-identities don’t involve persons and interactions between them. That 

would be obviously false. The point is rather that neither ephemeral nor corporate we-identities have 

as a necessary precondition that individuals relate to one another personally. 
9 For an account of collective identity that combines aspects of both the characterization and the re-

identification questions, see (Mathiesen, 2003).   
10 For recent elaborations and discussion of this view, see (Heersmink, 2018; Walker, 2019). 
11 Another way to avoid the problem of exceptionalism is by taking narratives to be heuristic tools 

that we occasionally and locally employ to make sense of ourselves (and others), and that might play 

a critical role in the acquisition of socio-cognitive competences (Hutto, 2016). Although I think there 

is a lot to be said in favour of this proposal, one downside of it is that it de-emphasizes the link 

between narrative understanding and self-identity, which is more important for the purposes of this 

paper.   
12 For an interesting discussion of the limits of voluntary self-disclosure in the context of ‘online’ 

friendships, see (Cocking & Matthews, 2000).  
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13 Although Gurwitsch doesn’t discuss companion friendship, his distinction bears on the present 

point. Gurwitsch draws here on Tönnies’ influential distinction between community (Gemeinschaft) 

and society (Gesellschaft) (Tönnies, 2019/1887).  


