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Es ist ein hartes Wort und dennoch sag ichs, weil es Wahrheit ist: ich kann kein Volk mir
denken, das zerrißner wäre, wie die Deutschen. Handwerker siehst du, aber keine Men-
schen, Denker, aber keine Menschen, Priester, aber keine Menschen, Herrn und Knechte,
Jungen und gesetzte Leute, aber keine Menschen – ist das nicht, wie ein Schlachtfeld, wo
Hände und Arme und alle Glieder zerstückelt untereinander liegen, indessen das vergoßne
Lebensblut im Sande zerrinnt?

They’re harsh words, but I’ll say them nonetheless, because it’s the truth: I can imagine no
people more fragmented than the Germans. You see craftsmen, but no human beings,
philosophers, but no human beings, priests, but no human beings, masters and menials,
youths and elders, but no human beings – is this not like a battlefield where hands and arms
and all the limbs lie about in pieces while the spilled life-blood seeps away into the sand?

Friedrich Hölderlin, Hyperion, or the Hermit in Greece (1797–1799), trans. by Howard
Gaskill (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2019), 131–132.





Preface

Hyperion’s “harsh words” highlight an important point: We know people in their
everyday roles and social functions as parents, children, neighbors, businesspeo-
ple, teachers, politicians, farmers, journalists, pastors, or members of parliament.
But these descriptions conceal something they presuppose, and they always imply
more than they say. They all qualify the more fundamental fact that it is humans
who perform these roles and functions in society. Only humans can be or do what
these descriptions say. They qualify their humanity in a certain respect.

But what is their humanity? Obviously not something that could be included
as another item in the list of social roles and functions. We cannot see and observe
humanity the way we see and observe craftsmen and philosophers, priests and
politicians, masters and servants, young and old. Humanity is not just another
descriptive determination that we have, but that without which we couldn’t have
any determinations. We are human beings, a form of being-there (Da-Sein) that
we call ‘human’. What this means is controversial. But everything that can truly
be said of us further qualifies our fundamental determination of being humans. It
is always present, but never appears as such. I can interact with philosophers,
priests, or politicians in real life only because they exist and because they are
human. But I cannot interact with them simply as beings that exist or only as
human beings. No one merely exists, and no one is just human.

Neither the existence nor the humanity of human beings are independent
phenomena. They never exist alone, but only in conjunction with other qualifi-
cations. We can abstract from this. We can focus on our existence and our hu-
manity and ignore everything else. Or, conversely, we can bracket them in a
phenomenological epoché to focus on other aspects of human life and experience.
But we can only do this by using what we bracket in this way. Only those who
exist and are human can bracket out the fact that they exist and are human when
they think about something. But they cannot do this when they think about
themselves, their own humanity, and their own existence. Existence and being
human are not phenomena among others, but that without which there would be
no phenomena for us. We cannot bracket them out when we think about our-
selves, because we cannot think about anything if we are not humans who exist.
We are there (we exist); we are there as humans (we exist as humans); we are there
as this particular human individual (we exist as this human being); and we are there
as this particular human being in a particular way (we exist as this human being in
a specific way that could be different).
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These four existential facts about us correspond to very different responsibil-
ities. It is only because we are human and exist that we can experience, know,
desire, or do anything at all. But as long as we exist, we can’t do much about the
fact that we exist and that we are human. We can end our existence, but only as
long as we exist; and we can experiment with our humanity, but only as humans.
This is different for the other two facts. We can contribute a lot to how we
individualize our humanity and what kind of human being we become: Our
identity is always at least partly of our own making. And we are always respon-
sible for how we actually exist as human beings: We cannot escape the challenge
of having to make existential decisions. We are not responsible for the fact that we
are here (our existence), nor for the fact that we are humans (our being humans).
But we are responsible for the way we exist (our mode of existence), and we are
co-responsible for what we make of our humanity, how we realize it and how we
live our lives as human beings among human beings (our mode of being human). A
lot depends on us clearly distinguishing between these different areas of respon-
sibility, not only for ourselves but also for our fellow creatures. Otherwise we ask
the wrong questions and settle for misleading answers. And the consequences of
our misjudgments never just affect us, but always others too.

In this study, I explore these questions by examining the traces of the kaleido-
scopic we to which we belong in different ways. We say we to connect with others,
to distinguish ourselves from others, and to oppose others. We use the same
expression to differentiate ourselves from others, to emphasize our belonging, to
include or to exclude others. And we often keep it open as to how we want to be
understood or slip from one usage to another without clearly indicating this.

My argument therefore begins with a phenomenology of the we that we affirm
when we say we. I then focus on the question of existence because the aim is not to
understand and analyze narratives about fictional characters, but the lives and
interactions of real people. Because no one merely exists, but always exists as
something specific, in a next step I ask what it means to exist as a human being.
Who and what we are as humans has always been a controversial question.
People disagree not only about the is of humankind (what humans are and do),
but also about the ought of a humane humanity (how to live as human beings).
Often the two questions are mixed and then moral (ethical) or religious (theo-
logical) answers are given to scientific questions or scientific answers to moral or
religious questions. But that is just as wrong as trying to reduce both to one
question only. We all exist as humans, and what that means is debatable. But we
can all live our humanity in a human or inhuman way, and we should strive for
the one and avoid the other.

Therefore, we must distinguish between scientific and technological questions
about human beings (concepts of humanity) on the one hand, and moral (or
ethical) and religious (or theological) questions about the humanity of human life
(ideals of humanity) on the other. The first question – what we are – can be
answered relatively independently of culture, the second – who we want or ought
to be – is answered differently in different cultures. Both are important when it
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comes to the question of humanity, but neither can be adequately answered by
looking only at what human beings can do, but by considering the challenges
humans beings face today. Only if we address the challenges of the second ques-
tion will we also have a future as human beings in the sense of the first question.
We are beings who can live humanly or inhumanly – that is the fundamental
existential decision for or against a humane mode of existence. We can and must
decide how we want to live, and we cannot avoid taking responsibility for our
lives. The question of what it means to exist as a human being is therefore not
only about our humanity, but also about the humanness of our concrete life as a
human being. It is not just about our humanity, but about our existence.

As will be shown in a third step, these questions can only be answered in
relation to the communities in which people grow up, to which they belong, and
in which they become, or fail to become, responsible persons. It is precisely here
that the problem of identity comes to the fore in all its severity, because belonging
to different groups does not always lead to a consistent and contradiction-free we
without further ado. The existential challenge lies not in the intersectionality and
pluri-determinacy of our concrete humanity, but in the fluidity, flexibility, and
complexity of our we and the various groups to which we belong or can belong.
We have kaleidoscopic possibilities that enable us to create or dissolve, destroy or
build communities and commonalities with others and to say we in many differ-
ent ways and registers. It is always us, but each time the us is a different one.

The study was started in the USA and completed in South Africa. Problems
and situations can only be assessed to a limited extent without having experi-
enced them oneself. Participant observation, direct interaction, and personal
experience do not always contribute to the clarity of the analysis, but they con-
tribute to a better understanding of the significance of the problems, beliefs,
fears, and hopes of people and the emotional energy and political dynamics they
generate in the respective private and public contexts. Not every problem occurs
in every context, problems are not always seen where they are assumed to be in
the Western world, and not everything that seems problematic to us is also con-
sidered a problem in other societies and cultures. Humanity and what we share is
not understood in the same way everywhere. Identities are always concrete and so
are identity conflicts. People are group beings, but group affiliations can be lived
and valued in very different ways. Above all, however, human beings are never
just members of groups, but also persons who bear responsibility for their own
actions and way of life and the effects they have on the lives of others. They are
not just all different cases of the same but have a right to be different, especially as
members of groups to which they belong without having chosen this themselves.
Only communities that allow the right to be different cultivate freedom, inde-
pendent judgment, responsible decision-making, and voluntary commitment –
the basic virtues of a democratic society.

What is criticized as Western universalism is often a rejection of the respon-
sibilities associated with being a person and becoming a responsible self in this
sense. However, where this link between personhood and personal responsibility
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is broken, identity conflicts between groups increase because people are only seen
as group members, but no longer as persons with their own responsibility. One
then sees, as Hölderlin’s Hyperion writes, “craftsmen, but no human beings,
philosophers, but no human beings, priests, but no human beings, masters and
menials, youths and elders, but no human beings.” The human being disappears
from view, and people allow themselves to be driven into the inhumanities, atroc-
ities, and evils that characterize no other being as much as human beings.

The study was completed in November 2023 at STIAS in Stellenbosch under
ideal conditions. I would like to thank all my colleagues who, with their very
different views and contributions, have helped me to see the problems more
clearly and not to rely on simple solutions in the controversial task of clarifying
the foundations, forces, and counterforces of a humane humanity. The long
struggle against prejudice and misconceptions is never over, and it is always a
struggle with one’s own preconceptions and prejudices. Hamas’ terrorist attack
on Israel on October 7, 2023, has shown how difficult it is for reasonable people
to see and say the obvious. It was shocking to see otherwise sensible colleagues
cheering on a group of brutal killers who rape women, slaughter innocent people,
take children hostage, and chop off babies’ heads. Scientific rationality does not
protect people from losing their moral compass when they confuse science and
scholarship with political activism. We are all caught up in our prejudices and
preconceptions and are easily blinded and misled by our feelings and convictions.
But activism is no substitute for critical analysis. Those who shout the loudest are
not always right. And those who rely on feelings and appearances underestimate
how easily we can be deceived. We must force ourselves to be self-critical and not
be too quick to trust what we take to be obvious. There is no other way out of the
misery of prejudice and bias, historical ignorance, political naivety, and moral
lukewarmness. If we do not make progress on this path, we will not get anywhere.

I would like to thank Mohr Siebeck and the editors of RPT for including this
volume in their series and Dr. Hugh O. Less for his help with proofreading. The
publication of this volume would not have been possible without the substantial
printing costs subsidy from the Udo Keller Foundation Forum Humanum. I am
grateful to Dr. Werntgen and the Udo Keller Foundation for their generous
support of my work over many years. I dedicate this volume to my students in
Claremont without whom it would not have been written.

Stellenbosch, November 2023 Ingolf U. Dalferth
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I The Phenomenology of We

1. The Grammar of We

We use them all the time – the expressions we, us, and our.1 But how do we use
them when we speak or write? Grammar helps answer this question. In English,
the expression we is used in two distinct ways, as a personal pronoun or as a
determiner. Determiners are words that are used to determine a noun or noun
phrase. They show what a noun or noun phrase refers to or how much of some-
thing or how many is being referred to. In English determiners include articles
(the, a), demonstratives (this, that, these, those), quantifiers (some, most, many,
all, a few, each), possessives (my, your, his, her, its, our, their) and numbers (one,
two, three, etc.).2 The plural possessive our is a form of the first-person plural
pronoun we. First-person pronouns refer to the speaker or writer or to a group or
collective that includes the speaker or writer.3 In contemporary English they
include the words I, we, me, us, mine, ours, myself, ourselves. They cannot be used
without referring to those who use them.

Pronouns are more than just placeholders for nouns. They are part of a system
of social orientation for structuring a communication situation. In English this
system includes the singular pronouns I, you, he/she/it, and the plural pronouns
we, you, and they. These pronouns are used not only in the nominative case as the
subject of a sentence, but also in the possessive case (my, your, his, her, their), and
in the objective case (me, him, her, him, us, them). In all these uses, however, they
function as indexicals that anchor what we say in real life (or in what is reported
as real life). To understand them, one must pay attention not only to their rela-
tions to other linguistic units, but to the concrete situation in which they are used.

The first-person plural pronoun we is used in two different ways in English.
Speakers or writers use it to refer to themselves and at least one other person, or
to themselves alone. The latter is sometimes called the ‘majestic plural’ or ‘royal
we’ (pluralis maiestatis) because kings and queens use or used it in their official

1 I use italics (we) or single quotes (‘we’) for words and double quotation marks for
citations (“We, the people”). All entries from internet sources were checked in February 2024.

2 Cf. C D, “Determiners” (https://dictionary.cambridge.org/de/gram
matik/britisch-grammatik/determiners-the-my-some-this).

3 Cf. TC., “First-Person Pronouns” (https://www.thoughtco.com/first-person-p
ronouns-1690795).
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pronouncements. Originally its use indicated that the monarch and God speak
and act in one voice and as one authority. “Richard I often used the royal ‘we’ to
assert his rule by divine right, which is the belief that the king answered to no one
but God.”4 Politicians and other officials also often speak in this way when they
express themselves not as individuals but as public officials, that is, not as a
persona privata but a persona publica.

In democratic contexts, the other usage prevails. When we say we, we want to
express agreement with our audience, i.e., say something that they also (should)
agree with. This may be a norm, a rule, or a convention that applies to them and
the speaker, or a truth that applies to all alike. “We don’t throw stones at cats” is
an example of the first, “We are all born equal” is an example of the second. The
quantifier ‘all’ can refer to all members of a group or to all who can be members of
groups. In the first sense, we marks a difference from others; in the second sense,
it refers to a commonality shared by all. In both cases, the use of we aims to blur
the author-addressee divide and evoke a sense of togetherness between speakers
or writers and their audience or readership.5 When speakers succeed in conveying
this sense, they express solidarity with the audience – not by what they say, but by
how they say it.

Determiners are descriptive words or phrases that modify a noun. They func-
tion like qualifiers in sentences like “Some did not arrive on time,” where ‘some’
refers to the passengers who didn’t make it onto the plane. Similarly, “We are
British citizens” informs the reader or listener that the speaker or writer distin-
guishes between people with and without British passports and counts herself, or
herself and the addressees, among the first group. When used as a determiner, we
(or our) can include those who are addressed or can mark them off from the group
that includes the speaker or writer. It can refer to some people (“Our degrees are
from Harvard”, “We have degrees from Harvard, not from Yale”) or to all (“We,
the people of the United States”). And it can represent a collective point of view
(“We are responsible for what happened”) or express what we think or do in
contrast to others (“We never give up”).

4 G, “Royal ‘we’” (https://grammarist.com/usage/royal-we/).
5 As P M/R H, Pronouns and People. The Linguistic Construction

of Social and Personal Identity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 175 point out, the rhetorical
use of ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ also diminishes the responsibilities of the speaker, since he or she is
portrayed as collaborating with the hearer. Cf. K F/T D/T K,
Academic Voices: Across Languages and Disciplines (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2006),
100. On the other hand, there is also the authorial ‘we’ that emphasizes the difference between
author and audience (cf. K W, Personal Pronouns in Present-Day English
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996], 65), even though it often functions more like
the inclusive ‘we’ of instructional language in lectures or workshops. K F et al.,
Academic Voices, 108.
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2. The Logic of We

What grammar implies here is fully expressed by the logic of we. The expression
can be used as a personal pronoun or determiner in inclusive (we and you),
contrastive (we rather than you or any other), or exclusive (we and not they) ways.
Each of them includes the speaker or writer (I as one of a we), but while the
inclusive we includes the addressee, the contrastive we defines the group to which
the speaker belongs in contrast to other groups, and the exclusive we explicitly
excludes the addressee or anyone else who does not belong to the same group as
the speaker. In the first sense whoever says we means “me and you (and possibly
others),” in the second sense “me and us in contrast to you (and possibly others),”
in the third sense “me and everybody who belongs to my group, but not you.”6

In an ideal world a language would clearly distinguish these three cases by
different pronouns.7 However, this is rarely the case in the family of languages to
which English belongs. Therefore, one must pay attention to the concrete usage.
There are languages that distinguish between first-person plural pronouns that
include the listener or that exclude the listener. Indeed, one can distinguish
groups or families of languages based on this difference. Thus, from “Austronesia
to the Andes, many of the languages of the greater Pacific rim take care to
distinguish the inclusive from the exclusive use of the first person plural. By
contrast, nearly the entire Indo-European family ... pays no heed and adopts
undifferentiated first person plural pronouns.”8 Using the same pronoun to cover
both inclusive and exclusive uses of we creates a hermeneutical ambiguity because
one must decide in each case how the speaker or writer meant it. “When the
Declaration of Independence ‘hold[s] these truths to be self-evident,’ it is amply
clear that the we of the Declaration’s second sentence excludes the intended
audience – the great European powers that might otherwise have intervened on
behalf of the British crown’s effort to retain its colonies in North America.” On
the other hand, it is meant to be inclusive, at least with respect to all (North)
Americans, and it is an open question who was and is counted as such then and
today (people of European descent, African descent, Asian descent, indigenous

6 See E F (ed.), Clusivity: Typology and Case Studies of the Inclusive-Exclu-
sive Distinction (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2005). I distinguish between contrastive and
exclusive uses of ‘we’ for logical reasons. The contrastive ‘we’ defines the group to which the
‘we’ refers as opposed to other groups; the exclusive ‘we’ excludes other people as not belong-
ing to the group to which the ‘we’ refers.

7 In many languages this is indeed the case. For example, in the “complex Cherokee
pronoun system” there are, according to S P, The Language Instinct: How the
Mind Creates Language (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1994), 24, distinct
forms for “‘you and I,’ ‘another person and I,’ ‘several other people and I,’ and ‘you, one or
more other persons and I,’ which English crudely collapses into the all-purpose pronoun we.”
In other North American languages it is similar.

8 J M C, “First Person Plural,” Minnesota Legal Studies Research Paper
No. 06–30 (July 9, 2006): 5.
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people). As Justice Thurgood Marshall suggested: “In their declaration of the
principles that were to provide the cornerstone of the new Nation, therefore, the
Framers made it plain that ‘we the people,’ for whose protection the Constitution
was designed, did not include those whose skins were the wrong color.”9

3. The Rhetoric of We

As mentioned already, the use of we has several rhetorical functions that distin-
guish it from the use of the corresponding names or nouns. “I am here” is differ-
ent from “Dalferth is here” because the first statement can only be true if the
second is true, but the first cannot be replaced by the second because of the special
localizing or anchoring function of ‘I’ in the first statement. While the rhetorical
change from first- to third-person language does not affect the truth value of a
statement (“I am here,” when used by me, can be replaced salva veritate by
“Dalferth is here”), it obscures an important difference between using names and
indexicals. The use of indexicals anchors statements in concrete situations, the
use of names frees statements from being tied to particular situations. And as
with statements, so with questions. I can answer the question whether the sun
shines only if I relate it to a particular place and time, that is, understand it to
mean ‘Is the sun shining here and now?’ If I ignore this, I can still understand and
discuss the meaning of the question, but I cannot answer it. The use of the
indexicals anchors what is said in real life.10

9 U.S. S C, “Regents of the Univ. of California v. Bakke, 438 U.S. 265, 389
(1978)” (https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/438/265/).

10 For this reason, indexicals or index terms like ‘I’ do not function like concepts or names.
Names (like ‘Dalferth’) denote, terms (like ‘ – thinks’) describe, index terms (like ‘I’) anchor or
localize. Unlike B L, I, Me, Mine. Back to Kant, and Back Again (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2017) argues, Kant does not use ‘I’ as a concept. It is true that Kant
understands “‘I’ as used in ‘I think’ as a designation for an entity” (ibid., 25). But he does not
use ‘I’ as a concept from whose semantic content anything true or false could be deduced
about the subject to which the statement refers, but exclusively as a means of concretely
locating or anchoring what is said (“x thinks”) by attributing it to a real entity here and now.
As Kant makes clear at the beginning of § 16 in the Transcendental Deduction – “It must be
possible for the ‘I think’ to accompany all my representations” (KrV B 131; Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason, trans. by Norman Kemp Smith [New York: Blunt Press, 2003], 152) – , ‘I think’
is a localizing operator that turns a proposition that can be true or false (“Dalferth thinks”)
not only in a statement that is true or false but into my assertion (“I am Dalferth and I think
here and now”). This is what Kant means when he says: “Through this I or he or it (the thing)
which thinks, nothing further is represented than a transcendental subject of the thoughts =
X” (A346/B404). All that is said here is that the proposition in question is not merely a
proposition (which can be true or false), but a concrete assertion of a real referent (which is
true or false). Kant is not concerned, as Longueness suggests, that “from the mere concept
‘I’, and a fortiori from the concept ‘I’ as used in ‘I think,’ one cannot derive any property of
the entity ‘I’ refers to” (L, I, Me, Mine, 25–26). The reason that nothing at all can
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This applies to all utterances of the form “I ϕ” or “We ϕ.” Grammatically, ϕ

stands for a verb denoting an activity, for example, “I eat” or “We run.” But “I
sleep” is hardly to be understood in this way, nor is “I dream” or “I think.” It is
not a matter of attributing to me a particular activity that is different from other
activities. Rather, the point is that ‘I’ or ‘we’ mark the place where something
specific – sleeping, dreaming, thinking, etc. – happens or takes place, regardless
of whether they are activities or not. Not “I think” but “I am the place where
thinking takes place” is the meaning of such utterances. Their point is pragmatic,
not descriptive. They do not describe, they localize.

To do this, indexicals must perform at least two tasks. They must provide a
system of distinctions that helps us to structure a situation, i.e., to order it in a
certain way for ourselves and others, and they must enable us to locate ourselves
in this ordered situation, that is, to determine our position in relation to others
and thus to anchor ourselves in the concrete situation. The personal pronouns are
a good example of this. No one can speak or act without existing, and no one can
say ‘I’ without bringing into play the whole system of personal pronouns I, you,
he, she, it, we, you, they. Whoever says ‘I’ can also say ‘you,’ ‘he,’ and ‘we,’ and if
he can’t do that, he can’t say ‘I.’ But whoever says ‘I’ not only brings this system
of communicative orientation into play, but also concretely locates himself and
others in the situation in which he uses it. The ordering or structuring of a com-
munication situation thus occurs through a system of distinctions that we have all
imbibed with our mother’s milk, even if they differ in different languages and
cultures. Localization or anchoring, on the other hand, happens through the
concrete application of this system, that is, by applying it to ourselves and to
others. In this way, we signal to others how we locate ourselves and them in this
situation. Thus, we use systems of spatial-temporal orientation (here/there,
front/back, now/then, yesterday/today/tomorrow, etc.), systems of communicative
orientation (personal pronouns), and a variety of systems of social and cultural
orientation, which are regulated with varying degrees of rigidity, e.g. systems of
social hierarchy and personal closeness or distance, as evidenced by the use of
personal or more formal second-person personal pronouns in German (Du or

be derived from it is because it is not a concept that says anything at all, but an index term that
locates what is said in the speaker’s, i.e., my situation by ascribing it to me. Kant’s use of
‘transcendental’ in the phrase “a transcendental subject of the thoughts = X” is very close to
the classical distinction between transcendental and categorical terms: Whereas ‘transcen-
dental’ is used to refer to the different aspects of whatever is real (being), ‘categorical’ is used
to indicate the various ways in which we can make true statements about what is real. Cat-
egories such as substance, quantity, quality, relation etc. are conceptual or semantic struc-
tures that allow us to describe and determine an entity in a certain respect, transcendentals
such as being, being one, being good, being beautiful, etc. are pragmatic or existential prop-
erties of everything real about which we can make true categorical statements. In this sense, “a
transcendental subject of thoughts” is not just something that could possibly be, but some-
thing that is real and exists – because only someone who exists can assert “I think,” and only I
can assert “I think” without the possibility of being mistaken.
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Sie) or in French (tu or vous); familial systems (father, mother, grandmother,
uncle, aunt, paternal aunt, maternal uncle ...); professional systems (professor,
student, secretary ...), ecclesiastical systems (priest, parish council member, parish-
ioner ...), political systems (left, right, progressive, conservative, citizen, member of
parliament, deputy, secretary of state ...). etc. In every society or culture there are
such systems of distinction. One must know them to be able to communicate
efficiently and behave correctly in the relevant social situations.

These systems of distinction do not last forever, even if they are used for
generations. In dynamic societies like ours they change very quickly, especially in
the social sphere, so that one can no longer easily orient oneself in the way one has
acquired in one’s life so far. Younger people use different social distinctions, and
that repeatedly leads to misunderstandings and tensions between the genera-
tions. But the need to identify someone as the same always arises, and one must
orient oneself socially, even if this is no longer easily accomplished.

All this is also true of the use of we. Pronouns are neither nouns nor verbs but
orienting devices which we use in anaphoric or cataphoric ways to relate to
antecedent and later expressions: “When he arrived at school, John fell asleep;”
“This is what I believe: that all men were created equal.” However, the point of
this use of pronouns is not merely to establish a relation of sameness at the
semantic level of a proposition (e.g., ‘he’ and ‘John’; ‘this’ and “all men were
created equal”), but to make the pragmatic point of indicating the position of the
speaker or agent in question with respect to what is said or articulated. Pronouns,
in particular personal pronouns, are used to structure a communicative situation
in such a way that certain relationships in this situation become obvious to all
participants. Therefore, pronouns have been called “words with changeable sig-
nification” (Adolf Noreen), “moveable identifiers” (Roman Jakobson), or “in-
dexes” or “indicators” (Peirce). And this is why one cannot use a personal pro-
noun like ‘I’ or ‘we’ without in fact bringing the whole scheme of personal pro-
nouns into play (I, you, he, she, it, we, you, they).

Personal pronouns cannot be defined semantically (by specifying a context-in-
dependent meaning), but their meaning coincides with their pragmatic or situa-
tional function. They are used to locate human beings in situations of commu-
nication and indicate how they relate to each other in social and communicative
interactions. We become a you by responding to an address; an I by addressing
others; a he or she by being referred to by those who communicate about us; a we
by addressing our shared communality or by marking us off from others who
don’t share it; a (plural) you by addressing a group of those who share our
situations; and a they by referring to those who are not active participants in the
actual web of interlocution at the moment. In so far as we can be located at any of
these communicative points of reference, we can in principle be located at any of
the others as well. For if one can use a scheme of orientation at all, then to use it in
one respect necessarily brings the other respects into play as well. They are ways
of structuring a situation and using the scheme of personal pronouns is a way of
structuring communicative situations shared with others. To be able to do this
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shows you to be a potential self;11 and humans become selves who are able to do
this by being actively and passively involved in communicative processes.

In the case of we, this is in most cases a reference to belonging or not belonging
to a group or collective. We use it to express our belonging with (some) others
(inclusive use) or our otherness from (some) others (contrastive or exclusive use).
In using we, we anchor ourselves in a particular social group or collective that is
distinguished from others by a set of characteristics that we also exhibit, at least
to a relevant degree, ourselves. And we suggest that others are also part of this
group – either those we are addressing, or those who, like us, are different from
those we are addressing.

When we say we to distinguish ourselves from others, we can do so in different
ways. We can do this in a polemical way to distance ourselves from others and
draw a dividing line between us and them. Whatever they may think, they do not
belong to us. But we can also say we to indicate that we do not want to maintain
the differences between ourselves and others, but to emphasize the similarities.
This relaxing use of we can take two different forms. It may be aimed at identi-
fying the commonalities or the common ground between us and others. Or it may
aim at highlighting the differences between us in such a way that it becomes clear
why we cannot ignore them. In the second case, it is not a matter of finding out
what we have in common, but of identifying the reasons that make it impossible
for us to ignore our differences. While the search for commonalities leads to a
common we, the search for defensible differences aims at a mutual recognition of
the reasons that allow us to agree to differ. The common ground we and the
defensible differences we work in opposite directions. The first is a rhetorical
strategy to reduce differences, while the second is to show why reduction is not
possible. Both must be kept in mind when clarifying the pragmatic role of the
rhetorical we.

4. The Ontology of We

It has long been discussed whether humans are to be understood first as individ-
uals and then as members of a group or vice versa, or whether both are equally
original, because the human being as zoon logon echon (ζ ìωÄ ον λοÂ γον εÍχον) is
always also a zoon politikon (ζ ìωÄ ον πολιτικοÂ ν) and vice versa. The system of
personal pronouns in English conventionally names first the singular (I, you,
he/she/it) and then the plural pronouns (we, you, they). This suggests an order that

11 Those who can use the scheme of personal pronouns are potential selves or individuals,
and those who use it to become responsible individuals become actual selves. That is, and this
is how I am using the terms: Humans are beings with a certain character that distinguishes
them from other non-human beings and entities; insofar as they exist, they are persons (other-
wise only potential persons); insofar as they become responsible individuals in the course of
their lives, they are selves or subjects or responsible persons.
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begins with the individual and progresses to the many. But this is wrong, and the
grammatical convention creates an ontological illusion. It is wrong because one
cannot use a single pronoun without bringing the whole system into play, so one
could never have only singular or only plural pronouns. Each member of the list
is what it is only by its differences from all the others. The illusion of an onto-
logical order seems to be due to the fact that it is always individuals who speak
and use the system of personal pronouns, even if it is a polyphonic conversation
in which many are involved. However, this does not allow any ontological con-
clusions. Ontologically, it rather seems to be the other way around: All people
begin life as members of a group, and they must always first become an individ-
ual. We are born into a family and must always first become a self.

This raises several questions. Are only individuals the basic elements of social
reality or must groups or collectives also be taken as realities in their own right?
What types of groups are there, and should they all be understood and treated the
same? And how do individual entities differ from subjects or selves? The first
question is ontological. It is about the difference between individuals and groups
(singularity vs. plurality)12 and raises the question of ontological individualism.
The second question is conceptual and raises the question of a metaphysics of
groups (real groups vs. virtual collections).13 The third question distinguishes
different types of individuals. It is not only about the difference between concrete
and abstract individuals (things vs. numbers), but about the difference between
concrete individuals and selves (things vs. selves) and raises the issue of subjectiv-
ity.

Groups are collections of people, things or abstract entities that are consid-
ered as a unit because they share the same identity. They include human beings
(persons), concrete objects (things) or abstract objects (numbers, concepts,
ideas). Groups of persons are either real (actual social agents) or virtual (formal
collections based on common characteristics), they can be closely linked and well
connected, or aggregates of individuals loosely associated with one another. Real
groups that are more than just aggregates of people have or can develop a collec-
tive agency and mind of their own.14 Virtual groups, on the other hand, result
from purely abstract grouping. They can also have no members if they are de-
fined in such a way that, although it is not impossible to belong to them, it is not
in fact the case because no one meets the conditions set for them.

12 B E, “Ontological Individualism Reconsidered,” Synthese 166 (2009):
187–213.

13 N E, “The Metaphysics of Groups,” Philosophical Studies 149 (2010):
21–67; A L. T, “The Ontology of Social Groups,” Synthese 196 (2019):
4829–4845.

14 P P, “Groups with Minds of Their Own,” in Socializing Metaphysics. The
Nature of Social Reality, ed. by Frederick F. Schmitt (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield,
2003), 167–193; C L/P P, Group Agency: The Possibility, Design and
Status of Corporate Agents (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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Non-virtual groups include at least two members (minimal group), many
members (finite group), or an infinite number of members (infinite group). In the
first case their logical structure is a duality15, in the second case a plurality, in the
third case an infinite plurality. Infinite groups cannot result from grouping to-
gether an infinite number of finite entities because no totality of finite entities
results in an infinity (against actual infinity). Rather, they are abstract objects
that are defined by a finite set of characteristics which each of their members must
possess, and there may be an infinite number of such members. We thus have to
distinguish between groups of abstract objects (abstract groups), collections con-
strued in terms of a set of characteristics that define their identity and are shared
by all members of that group (virtual groups), concrete groups that are actual
social units in a society, have a collective agency, and whose members may share a
number of different overlapping identities over and beyond the identity they
share as members of that group (social groups) and within social groups between
those we can join or leave voluntarily (elective social groups such as choirs, soccer
clubs, or churches) and those we cannot join or leave because we are born into
them and cannot be who we are without belonging to them (non-elective social
groups such as families, brothers and sisters, or age groups such as the old or the
young).

These conceptual considerations have ontological consequences. Not only do
we have to distinguish between abstract and concrete groups, but the ontological
question regarding concrete groups can be understood in two different ways. It
can be a question about which categories do we need to explain social facts.16 Or it
can be a question about which entities make up the social world. The first asks
about conceptual primitives that we need to make our theories work: Can we do
only with individuals, or do we also need groups? The second is about the struc-
ture of the world itself: Does it include groups or only individuals as real entities
that make up the social world? Explanatory individualism claims that all social
facts can be explained in terms of conceptual primitives that do not comprise
groups. This is a thesis about the working of theories: We don’t need groups as
conceptual entities to explain social realities, but only individuals and their activ-
ities. Ontological individualism, on the other hand, claims that facts about indi-
viduals exhaustively determine social facts, so we don’t need groups as indepen-
dent ontological categories. This is a thesis about the structure of the social
world: There are no activities of groups in the world that go beyond the activities

15 Cf. A D/W C A, “Bringing the Family Logic in: From Dual-
ity to Plurality in Social Enterprises,” J Bus Ethics 182 (2023): 77–93. In logical terms, a
duality is different from a dichotomy. Dichotomy has been defined as “a set of two mutually
exclusive and jointly exhaustive alternatives,” whereas a duality is a pairing of at least two
distinct aspects within a shared identity. An example of the first would be ‘day and night’
(temporal totality), an example of the second ‘mother and father’ (family).

16 Cf. L U, Methodological Individualism: Background, History, and Meaning
(London: Routledge, 2014).
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of the individuals they comprise. Explanatory individualism is controversial, to
say the least, whereas ontological individualism is wrong.17 The workings of
society cannot be understood without reference to collective structures such as
groups, corporations, institutions, or systems that cannot be reduced to individ-
ual activities or the activities of individuals but have a collective agency of their
own.18 Corporative agency is more than the sum of the individual agencies in a
corporation. And this is also true of families, soccer clubs, and churches.

5. Existence, Essence, and Mode

All who say we, exist (it is true that they are), they exist as something (it is true that
they are something), and they exist what they are in a certain way (it is true that
they exist whatever they are in a certain mode). The first marks their Dasein
(existence), the second their Wassein (nature or essence),19 the third their Sosein
(mode).

Existence is the correlate to the localizing function of we. Those who say we
localize themselves here and now in the reality in which they live together with
others. In doing so, they engage three fundamental distinctions that build on each
other: they distinguish the place where they speak or think or act ontologically as
a place in being from non-being (being/non-being). They distinguish being mo-
dally as reality from possibility (actual/possible), thus determining being as real or
actual being and not merely as possible being. And they distinguish between the
possible and the impossible (possible/impossible), because only what is possible
can become reality, but not the impossible. The train of thought thus leads from
existence here and now, via the real (the possible that has become actual) to the
possible. The localizing function of the use of we thus anchors the speakers in a
reality that could not be actual if it were not possible, and not possible if it were
impossible. Therefore, it can only be adequately understood within the frame-
work of an ontology of possibility.

Essence is the correlate to the determining function of we. It is not something
that is necessarily the case, but something contingent that could also not be, or
that could also be something else, or in whose place something else could be.
Essence here means the contingent nature of a contingent being – that which
something can be because it is that, although it could also be something else or
not be at all. Those who say we in a way that others can understand are human
beings. Their contingent essence is their humanity. They may understand their
humanity in different ways. But only when they understand themselves as people

17 E, “Ontological Individualism,” 187–213.
18 See L/P, Group Agency.
19 Nature or essence is used here in a very open sense. It means everything that can be

answered correctly to the question “What is it?”, and that is usually the particular case of a
general term – a flower, a woman, a mountain, a citizen, a student.
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