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Although we had only one hour to discuss the topic of self, identity, and reflectivity,  we managed 
to get a lot of interesting questions on the table. We started with a quick round in which we 
shared our personal affinity with and take on the subject. Nikki is especially interested in 
individual creativity in a group creative context. How does personal agency function in such a 
setting and how does the negotiation between the personal and the group process take place? 
Charles wondered if we have only access to the self through others and how we can understand 
the difference between me and the other. The construction of the self takes place through 
interaction. Miriam is also interested in the construction of the self, which she intends to study 
both from a phenomenological (focussing on the subjective experiences of patients with the 
locked-in syndrome) and a social perspective (the idea of an extended self through technical 
devices). Chris' point of focus is social behaviour in general. The underlying assumption of the 
social is the distinction between self and other, which can be approached from neurophysiology 
on the one hand, and developmental studies on the self as a social construction on the other 
hand. I, Sanneke, wonder how one can lose and possibly regain one's sense of self and what role 
other people play in that. Inspired by experiences of schizophrenic patients I think that 
spontaneous interactions with other people and the surrounding world both depend on a 
common sense and enable the formation of a self. Claire pointed out that the inner and the outer 
world co-emergence. So far she has focussed mainly on the individual level of that co-emergence 
in her work on meditation, but she would like to study the level of interaction itself. Can 
phenomenological methods be applied on the co-constitution of self and other? How would that 
work? 
 
Two main questions emerged: how is the self constructed and what role do other people and 
the social play in the formation of the self? 
We all agreed that others and the social realm are already present when we are born into the 
world. But still there is a distinction between self and other and self and world. What makes out 
this distinction? Nikki pointed to the basic bodily level: we experience our bodily boundaries 
through movement and our agency over our movements. On a more reflective level, the felt 
distinction between me and the other comes from the realisation of the fundamental alterity of 
the other person. Which comes to the fore when we find that we cannot fully understand the 
other person, or in the realisation that my death is not the death of the other person, as Charles 
pointed out. Or like Miriam said, even when the flow of the interaction is interrupted and the 
tacit dimension suddenly presents itself (cf. Heidegger, Henry).  
 
From a methodological viewpoint, we thought of a combination of (social) phenomenological 
analysis and empirical data as given by: 1) developmental studies (Chris, Susan),  
2) ethnographic studies, in particular interviews with musicians (Nikki),  
3) psychopathological comparisons, focussing on two specific cases, namely  
a) interviews with schizophrenic patients (Sanneke) and b) locked-in syndrome (Miriam), 
4) the construction of a new self in virtual reality (Miriam), and 
5) experimental data, in particular from Charles' experiments. 
 
Claire then shifted the perspective to the inner dimension, asking what it is like to be a self. 
What does it mean to 'have a sense of self'? Nikki gave a beautiful example of her experience of 
the diminishment of her self when she played together with an ensemble. Sanneke compared 



Nikki's experience with the loss of self that schizophrenic patients suffer from and suggested that 
this surrender to the music and the other musicians involved, may actually be a way of realizing 
yourself through losing yourself – as it is precisely this spontaneous immersion that the patients 
lack. This lead to the question whether one’s sense of self can be diminished or increased, and 
under which circumstances, especially concerning the role others play in that. 
 
To look at the self turned out to be a constant shifting of perspectives between isolation (what 
makes the self stand out as an entity of its own) and interaction – as in practice, the self rarely is 
isolated but on the contrary establishes itself in and through interactions with other people and 
the surrounding world. Miriam and Charles summarized this point by concluding that the self is 
a participant in social interactions. 
 
 


