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The minimal self is a social self.  

Comment on Zahavi’s ‘Minimal self and narrative self: A distinction in need of 

refinement’ 

Sanneke de Haan 

 

 

In this paper, Zahavi argues that we need more notions of the self than the two we might be 

familiar with. On the one hand we have the minimal, basic, or core self that refers to the 

necessary and perhaps even sufficient requirements for selfhood. On the other hand we find the 

much more encompassing notion of the narrative, biographical, or extended self that builds upon 

the minimal self. Whereas the minimal self is both embodied and extended in time, but not yet 

social, ‘the narrative notion most certainly does include the social dimension, but it does so by 

emphasizing the role of language’ (p.6). However, when considering the development and 

formation of the self, Zahavi points out that it makes sense to take pre-linguistic forms of sociality into 

account as well. His notion of the interpersonal self is meant to convey just that. It refers to the 

ability to experience and to adopt the other’s attitude towards ourselves: thus 1) to be aware of 

being an object of attention for another person and 2) to take the perspective of another person 

towards oneself. Although he leaves it an open question, it would be in line with his general 

scheme to regard the interpersonal self as both developmentally and structurally building upon 

the minimal self and paving the way for the narrative self. 

 

Zahavi draws on several philosophers and developmental psychologists to elaborate the 

interpersonal self. Despite their different backgrounds, all analyses point to the importance of 

taking an outside stance towards the self.1 For Mead (Mead 1962) selfhood is a matter of an 

individual getting outside of itself, Husserl (Husserl 1954; Husserl 1973) underlined that one 

needs to see oneself through the eyes of another in order to become aware of oneself as a person, 

and Sartre (Sartre 1943) argues that our encounters with others lead to an external perspective on 

the self that entails an existential self-alienation. Not so much alienation, but at least critical self-

monitoring is enabled by the self-distance that ensues from the increased flexibility of 

perspective-taking, according to developmental psychologists Tomasello (Tomasello 2001) and 

Hobson (Hobson 2002). 

 To be able to take an external, or as the German philosopher Plessner calls it (Plessner 

1981), an ‘excentric’ perspective on oneself, is undisputedly a crucial step in the formation of the 

self. The cited authors moreover convincingly argue that this step is socially mediated. But 

precisely because the development of such a self-reflective capacity is socially mediated it would 

be strange to let the social nature of the self start only from there. Besides, to be able to take such 

an outside perspective on oneself is already quite a sophisticated achievement. Would such a 

reflective ability really be a necessary pre-condition for interpersonal interactions?  

 Well before infants develop an eccentric perspective on themselves, they already engage 

in social interactions. These interactions are thus not only pre-linguistic, but even in a sense pre-

                                                           

1  This might be a necessary condition for what is often referred to as a ‘strong first person perspective’ 

(see Smith (this volume, p.35-43)). 
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reflective. Both Tomasello’s and Hobson’s notion of perspective-taking and Reddy’s argument that 

before classic joint attention the infant is aware of being an object of someone’s attention, open 

the way for less reflective forms of social interaction (Reddy 2008). The phrase ‘to be aware of 

being an object (of attention) for someone’ might suggest that what is at stake here is just a variant on 

taking the perspective of another to oneself. But rather than assuming that the 2 month-old 

infant sees itself as an object, or sees itself through the eyes of the other, what Reddy seems to 

mean is rather that the infant is just aware that it is attended to. Reddy beautifully shows that the 

infant precisely does not need to take an outside stance on itself to be engaged with someone and 

to be aware of this contact.   

 The term awareness is somewhat ambiguous as well: it can range from implicit and pre-

reflective to a full-blown reflective realisation. We might say that whilst the 2 month-old infant is 

a relational being and as such aware of other persons and of having contact with them, he is not 

yet aware of being a relational being. The infant can enjoy the contact, regulate it, experience when 

it is being attended to – all without an explicit awareness that it is doing so. Such an explicit 

awareness requires an outside perspective of the infant on itself, on the other person, and on 

their joint interaction and thus presents a next step in the process of a growing reflectivity. We 

could even characterize the difference between the two capacities that make out Zahavi’s notion 

of the interpersonal self as a difference between being a relational being and being aware of being a 

relational being. 

 

Just as it would be too narrow to tie the social solely to language, it would also be too narrow to 

confine the pre-linguistic social to its reflective forms. Zahavi seems to acknowledge this in his 

two-fold definition of the interpersonal self. Still, I have some doubts whether Zahavi appreciates 

the intersubjective nature of the self in its full richness yet. More specifically, I think that if we 

take these pre-reflective forms of social interaction seriously, this would lead to a shift in the 

framework: the interpersonal would not be an intermediate step but could be right at play from 

the very beginning.2 

 

There may actually be some good reasons to grant that the minimal self is already a relational self. 

The minimal self refers to the subjective character, the perspectival mineness of my stream of 

experiences. Experiences are intentional, that is, directed at something. This intentional structure 

of our experiences makes them fundamentally relational: because our experience is always 

directed at something, there is necessarily a relation between the experiencer and that what she 

experiences. As long as she experiences something, she is not cut off from the world; she cannot 

be an experiential island (Donne 1624). So even the most minimal self, in the sense of the 

subjective structure of our experiencing, is already relational. 

 The question then is whether we can make a difference between the relational and social 

dimension of the self. In other words, can we separate the social part of our interactions? 

Conceptually we surely can. And experientially as well: our interactions with other people are 

                                                           

2 Admittedly, ‘interpersonal’ might not be the most appropriate term for these interactions, because 

personhood refers to a more developed notion of the self that is more in line with the narrative than with 

the minimal self. In line with Trevarthan’s concept of primary intersubjectivity (Trevarthen 1979) we 

might call these interactions ‘intersubjective’ or just ‘social’.  
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definitely not of the same nature as our interactions with objects. We can even witness this 

distinction in the behaviour of very young infants who already discriminate between objects and 

agents (Legerstee 1992; Ellsworth, Muir et al. 1993). All the same, our relatedness is first and 

foremost a social relatedness. Especially for infants most of their interactions are social, but the 

same goes for adults (Ploog 1997). Moreover, even our surroundings and the objects we 

encounter are thoroughly socially shaped, as Husserl and Heidegger notably have pointed out 

(Heidegger 2001). Even if we can conceptually and experientially distinguish ecological from 

interpersonal relations, this does not entail a structural or developmental primacy of one over the 

other.3 In fact, it makes more sense to regard them as equiprimordial. 

 Not surprisingly there is a strong affinity between developmental psychology and 

investigations of selfhood. Especially if we consider the narrative self as something that must be 

achieved and the minimal self on the contrary as something that is there from the very start, it is 

useful to take a closer look at this start for inspiration on what such a minimal self could be. 

From a developmental perspective it is therefore important to note that newborns immediately 

engage in interactions – of which imitation is the most famous. In a sense they already interact in 

the womb, reacting to voices and touch/pressure. A growing body of research shows infants to 

be socially sensitive and the advanced cleverness of experimental set-ups reveals this sensitivity at 

ever-younger ages (Striano and Reid 2006). Proto-conversations, the modulation of contact 

through gaze-aversion, all these behaviours attest to what Stern termed interpersonal attunement 

(Stern 1985). Such an attunement would not make sense if the infants did not already have a very 

basic sense of others along with their sense of self.  

 This does not mean that the social dimension of the self is already ‘given’; switched on at 

birth and fully functioning right away. On the contrary: another advantage of granting the 

minimal self a pre-reflective sociality is that it allows us to see the continuity in the development 

of a familiarity with and a sensitivity to perspectives. Moreover, we could even argue that it is 

precisely through the interpersonal interactions that these capacities develop in the first place. So 

                                                           

3 In his ‘Five kinds of self-knowledge’, Neisser (1988) also speaks of the interpersonal self, as distinct from 

the ecological, extended, private, and conceptual selves. But even though Neisser distinguishes the 

ecological from the interpersonal self, he believes them to be closely related. Together they constitute the 

most primary selfhood: ‘the interpersonal self begins just as early as the ecological self; both are based on 

perceptually available information’ – as opposed to any conceptual or inferential information (Neisser 

1988, p.44). Despite their close parallels, he does want to maintain that there is a difference between these 

selves and therefore assumes that there must be ‘some additional, specifically human mechanism’ over and 

above our perceptual and motor system that allows us to relate to others (p.45). He believes that we are 

‘genetically equipped’ (p.42) for intersubjective engagement. Although he postulates that there must be an 

extra mechanism, Neisser does not give any arguments for why this should be the case.  

Recently, it has been proposed that the mirror neuron system may enable action understanding, including 

its intentional and social dimensions (Rizzolatti, G. and M. Fabbri-Destro (2008). "The mirror system and 

its role in social cognition." Current Opinion in Neurobiology 18(2): 179-184, Gallese, V., M. Rochat, et al. 

(2009). "Motor cognition and its role in the phylogeny and ontogeny of action understanding." 

Developmental Psychology 45(1): 103-113.. Interestingly, this system does not need any additional 

mechanism apart from the perceptual and motor system (which are themselves intimately related according 

to this view), nor is it a typically human system: its evidence in fact stems from single cell recordings of the 

brains of macaque monkeys. 
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before regarding encounters with others as self-alienating4, one might regard them as self-

realizing. 

 Finally, there is a similar affinity between theories on the (minimal) self and 

psychopathology. Here we could appeal to a sort of ‘reverse argument’ from psychopathology, in 

particular from phenomenologically inspired research on schizophrenia. As Parnas argues 

elsewhere in this volume (p.227-245), schizophrenia can be understood as an ‘ipseity disorder’, 

that is, as a disturbance of the very basic self. He shows how some seemingly un-ordered 

symptoms are connected in that they all pertain to the structure of experiencing. And indeed, the 

characteristics of the minimal self as discerned by Zahavi are at stake in schizophrenia: the first-

person givenness of experience, the natural perspectivalness, and embodiment may all be 

disturbed. But the intersubjective dimension is at stake as well. In fact, difficulties in social 

relations are one of the most pervasive problems in schizophrenia and amongst the earliest 

symptoms. Schizophrenia has even been characterized as a loss of common sense; the loss of the 

natural self-evidence of our shared life-world (Blankenburg 1971; Fuchs 2001; Stanghellini 2004). 

This specific disruption of the intersubjective dimension is thus regarded as the core of 

schizophrenia.  

 One could ask if these problems in the social domain are really on the same basic level, or 

if they might not rather result from more basic, individual disturbances. This question is of course 

hard to answer on the basis of empirical data. For our discussion it is important to note that there 

are no intrinsic reasons to regard the disturbances in the social domain as less basic then the other 

symptoms. Moreover, the two characterisations of schizophrenia as a disturbance of the basic self 

on the one hand and as a loss of common sense on the other are easily ‘reconciled’ if we regard 

the basic self as a social self from the beginning. The disturbance of the basic self in 

schizophrenia is manifested in the loss of the common sensical meaning of everyday (social) 

interactions. 

 

What then, if anything, would speak against the idea of the minimal self being not only embodied 

and extended in time but relational as well? To get a clearer view, it might be helpful to consider 

the theoretical function of the minimal self. First of all, if we would only have a narrative 

conception of the self, its co-constructed character could easily lead to denouncements of the self 

as being a mere social construct, and even to denying that the self exists at all. The self would be 

no more than an illusion or myth (Dennett 1992; Metzinger 2003). The notion of the minimal 

self is a safeguard for such scepticism in that it points out that these narratives are told by 

someone and moreover reflect lived experiences. Secondly, the minimal self not only presents the 

basis out of which the narrative self can develop, but it also refers to a very specific set of 

constraints on an account of consciousness. More precisely, the defenders of the notion of a 

minimal self draw on the phenomenological tradition to show that we do not need a subject 

standing over and above her experiences, but that we ought to understand experiencing as 

inherently subjective in its very structure. The second safeguard that the minimal self offers, is thus 

                                                           

4 This somewhat hostile tone of the alienating effects of others on us, may well be related to a tendency 

that Reddy points to Reddy, V. (2008). How Infants Know Minds. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University 

Press., namely to speak abstractly of ‘the other’ or ‘others’. For our interactions it is however crucially 

important whom we are interacting with. 
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against any meta-representational, ‘vertical’ theory of consciousness according to which the 

identification of one mental state with the other should miraculously produce consciousness. 

Such higher order theories of consciousness (Carruthers 1996) do not only seem highly 

implausible but also suffer from the danger of an infinite regress. By explaining consciousness as 

the inherent self-awareness that is part of the subjective structure of experiencing, the minimal 

self offers a valuable alternative.5 

 So is there any of its tasks that the minimal self could not fulfil when we understand it as 

thoroughly relational? This does not seem to be the case. There are obviously specific forms of 

sociality that do depend on more reflective and narrative abilities that would not fit in such a 

basic definition of the self. But as we saw before, these are by no means the only forms of 

sociality. In fact, by embracing a broad notion of minimal selfhood, as thoroughly (and indeed 

socially) relational, we can fulfil a broader range of theoretical functions than we could in 

embracing a narrow notion. 

 A more pertinent concern could be how we can speak of intersubjectivity without there 

being subjects first. However, one could just as well ask how it is possible for there to be subjects 

without there first being intersubjectivity. The problem lies in the battle for primacy. Of course, 

in order for there to be intersubjective interaction there need to be distinct subjects. No one 

would want to blur the distinction between the self and others: their connectedness presupposes 

a difference. Is that not reason enough then to be sceptical of the social nature of the self? I 

believe it is not. The primacy question might simply not be the right one. If we take a dialectical 

approach we could say that the self develops in and through interactions with others and the 

world – if they would coincide there would be no interaction. But the self would not be able to 

exist outside of these relations either: it is only in abstraction that we can dissect the self from its 

relations. 

 This points to a general problem for any account that wants to understand the self in its 

most minimal form: the more you cut out the self from its interactive totality the less life is left to 

the remaining concept. Instead of using ‘minimal’ and inducing a competition to arrive at an even 

more minimal version of the self, we might perhaps better speak of the basic self. 

 

Zahavi’s aim for a richer differentiation of our concept of the self than just the two notions of 

the minimal self on the one end of the scale, and the narrative self on the other, is very welcome. 

He rightly draws attention to the role of social interaction in the development of the self. 

Moreover, Zahavi provides us with a coherent frame on these different notions, integrating them 

rather than viewing them as different selves. However, to speak of different ‘aspects’ of the self 

brings along some other difficulties. For one, it might easily seduce to a static picture of the self, 

thus losing sight of its process-character. But the self only gets established in the doing. As Fuchs 

(Fuchs 2000) points out, the self is not a substance, but rather a dynamical structure. He cites 

Seidler (Seidler 1995) who proposes to understand the self as the ‘organised sediments of 

interactional experiences’ (translation SdH). Furthermore, as remarked before, the fact that some 

dimensions may be conceptually and phenomenologically discernable does not imply that they 

                                                           

5 See Zahavi (Zahavi, D. (2005). Subjectivity and selfhood. Investigating the first-person perspective. 

Cambridge MA, London, The MIT Press.) for a convincing overview of the arguments against higher 

order theories of consciousness. 
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can therefore be placed in a vertical order – be it structurally or developmentally. It might very 

well be that they are equi-primordial and mutually enhancing. A more differentiated 

understanding of the self does not need to come down to stacking aspects but may be the 

investigation of how different processes evolve and influence each other. 

 To sum up: on a narrow reading the interpersonal dimension of the self can be confined 

to an intermediate position between the minimal and the narrative self. On a broader 

interpretation, accounting for both pre-linguistic and pre-reflective interaction, the intersubjective 

sets in well before and can even be seen as a part of the minimal self. ‘One cannot be a self on 

one’s own’ thus holds true not only for the narrative self, but for the minimal self as well. 
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