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The objective of my paper is to investigate the significance of John Searle’s Irreducibility 
thesis in explaining the idea of collective intentions. I would like to focus on the essence 
of the we-intentions which cannot be dragged down to simple I- intentions even though it 
exists in individual minds. Here, I will try to be careful at the same time to, not try and 
drag John Searle to be Collectivists. He is an individualist in the truest sense because he 
is clear that we- intentions does not reside in some group mind but only in minds of the 
individual members. 

Introduction:  

Mostly people’s discussions centre around, one person’s action, regarding what caused 
him to act in such a way? But here the issue is much subtle regarding, what causes the 
collective action or what causes people to act together? This is supposed to be caused by 
collective intentions. Now, how these collective intentions are structured is the primordial 
focus of this stream of philosophers like Tuomela, John Searle, Bratman and Margaret 
Gilbert. They have all studied the form of collective intentions and what constitutes this 
collective intention. This further leads to other set of questions regarding, does collective 
intention reside in the minds of each of the members participating in the collective action 
or is it something as the outcome or the summation of the intentions? Or does it reside in 
some group mind over and above these participating members? My attempt in this paper 
is to highlight the basic concern regarding the structure of collective intentions and here I 
will focus basically on John Searle’s account of collective intentions from his paper 
Collective Intention and Actions. I have divided my paper into four sections followed by 
a conclusion - the first section tries to situate Searle into the Irreducibility Thesis. Here I 
have tried to show the way he has constructed collective intention. The second section 
deals with, how the irreducibility thesis of Searle is better than the reductive thesis of 
Tuomela? Here I have focused on questions like what is reductive thesis and what 
problem does reductive thesis has, as pointed out by Searle. The third section focuses on 
the unique contribution of Searle’s irreducibility thesis to the realm of collective 
intentions. Here I have discussed the essence of We-intentions which cannot be formed 
by just summation of I-intention plus I -intentions plus beliefs. In this section I will give 
an account that the Irreducibility thesis is significant in explaining the inbuilt nature of 
collective intentions where I  would try to discuss W.M. Meijer’s paper on Can 
Collective Intentionality be Individualized? Where he has criticized Searle saying that his 
idea of collective intentions cannot give us relational approach but relationship itself is 
grounded in the attempt of Searle. 

 

Abstract 
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Inappropriateness of Reductive Thesis of Tuomela   

What is reductive thesis?  

Reductive thesis shows that collective intentionality is the summation, aggregate or 
distributive pattern of individual intentionality.1 

For instance - Group G believes p if and only if all the members believe in p 

-The business school graduates believe helping humanity if and only if all members 
believe in helping humanity. 

Tuomela’s Thesis shows that A forms the collective intention to do X only iff: 

A intends to do his part  

A believes that the how I believe about other’s belief, he believe that other members of 
the group G will do their parts 

A believes that there is a mutual belief among the members of the group to effect that the 
other’s beliefs are obtained. 

Tuomela, also like Searle is an individualistic and believes that we-intentions reside in 
the minds of the individuals, it is I intend that we shall do X. His thesis centers on mutual 
beliefs of the participants where I can do my part only if I have the ability to internalize 
the fact that you are able to do your part. Unless a person believes that another person B 
will do his share of X, A will not do his part until he is confident enough. 

(a) Problem with Tuomela’s account in explaining Collective Intentions: 

Tuomela’s idea, A believes that B believes that A will do his part and B believes that A 
believes that B will do his part. This will lead to potential infinite regress. Another  
problem in Tuomela’s thesis shows the projection of self goals because when A intends 
to do his part of collective action, then the collective intention seems of be a part of 
individual’s condition of that intention. For instance: 

A is said to have the collective intention of the group G only when A does his part, 

A C1…………….Xa                             X 

B   C2…………..  Xb   

     C C3……………  Xc 

In this figure I have tried to show that in terms of Tuomela the collective goal itself 
becomes divided to Xa…Xb…Xc, where C1, C2, C3 are conditions and these are content 
of each member’s intention. A’s content of intention is Xa to do his part of X, where the 
collective is not the intended goal but it becomes divided and subsequently reduced to 
only my part of the collective goal. There is no we-intention but only I-intention. Here A 

                                                           
1
 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/collective-intentionality  
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intends to Xa given the C1 is obtained and similarly, believes others will do accordingly.  
Searle says that having a mutual knowledge in no sense does 

create any element of cooperation. For instance: I and you both may be driving to Hauz 
khas and we both know that we are driving but this does not make a place for cooperation 
or for collective intentionality. Here, the goal is shared without cooperation. He brings in 
the concept of cooperation to explain collective intentionality. But he does not say that 
we cooperate on the basis of the intention we form but cooperation is something we opt 
for because we have the relational power inherent in us. Cooperation implies the 
existence of common knowledge or belief, but common knowledge and belief with 
individual intention to achieve the goal is not sufficient for cooperation.2 

Tuomela gives too much emphasis on mutual beliefs and considering I- intentions as the 
part of collective action does not necessarily explain collective intentionality. Searle is 
clear that we cannot be confident regarding the other individual minds, so mutual belief 
cannot be the ultimate step, belief is implicit but the very way to form belief must lie in 
the collective intentionality itself. An Individual needs to act only as a part of the 
collective in terms of collective intentionality, there is already a collective spirit in the 
social phenomena, which drives us to intend that collective. The assumption of Tuomela 
can be said that it tried to reduce We to I-intentions because his thesis shows that 
collective intentionality cannot be formed since it brings down to the individual goals -A, 
B, C where they will have different parts of one collective goal.  

Searle’s account is quiet significant in many respects, it gives us an analysis of structure 
of intention itself being the collective. It shows the very formation of acting towards 
collective goal is through collective intentionality.  Tuomela’s reductive thesis 
concentrates on mutual beliefs to form the collective but in case of Searle, collective 
intentionality is the primordial matter and it is in the very intention-in-action, but the 
capacity to form this collectivity is to be traced back to our being human and having the 
sense of ‘usness’ because we are always in a related manner to each other.  But this sense 
of ‘usness’ is not constituted by collective intentionality; it can even exist without this 
sense. It already has a sense of mutual awareness as being a part of the society. Thus, this 
explains Searle’s account of We-intention is much significant than that of Tuomela’s 
reducibility thesis. 

The picture of Irreducibility Thesis 

What is irreducibility thesis? 

Collective intentionality is no way a simple summation, aggregate, or distributive pattern 
of individual intentionality3. Distributing individual intentions does not make for 
collective intentions, even if combined with common knowledge and mutual beliefs. 

The main building block of social reality for John Searle lies in the analysis of the 
structure of collective intentionality. He believes that any fact involving collective 
intentionality is a social fact. He has  assured that we generally make a mistake in 
                                                           
2
 Searle, John R. Making Social World p.50 

3
 http://plato.standford.edu Collective intentionality 
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supposing that their lies a special class of collectivity through which collective 
intentionality has to be explained which further predicts that individuals can have only 
individual intentional states but for Searle this is not how it goes. For him, it is only and 
only the individual minds which holds this collective intentionality. Collective intention 
should not be taken as something which exists in some group mind or group 
consciousness, over and above these individuals residing in the society. 

Collective intention is taken to be a mental state that is possessed by an individual in the 
collective mode due to which it is irreducibly collective. Individuals, who participate in 
the collective action, intend their individual intention from collective intentions. 
Collective intention serves like a gateway through which individual, forms their 
collective intentions which means that, the individual intention of each person is derived 
from the collective intentionality that they share. Searle’s idea of irreducible we-
intentions is explained in his paper Collective Intentions and Actions where he shows that 
two groups with same bodily behaviors which direct them to the same goal do not mean 
that they collectively intend. Both the cases are different where one set refers to having 
individual intention and other set refers to forming collective intentions. There are two 
groups of people- one is the common group of girls and the other is that of a theatre 
group, both sitting on a shade but as soon as it started raining all stood up and rushed to 
play in the rain. Both had the same goal to play in the rain but in case of the common 
group of girls, they did not all express to each other that ‘we intend to do X i.e. we intend 
to go out in the rain’.  Here each came out with their individual intention though resulted 
in aiming towards same goal. But in the case of the girls from the theatre group they all 
had same intention, a collective intention to play in the rain. The girls were taught or 
trained to perform and they have become used to the script in forming this collective 
intention to go out in the rain. Each member of the theatre group has this collective 
intention in the form ‘We intend to do X’ i.e. ‘We intend to go out in the rain’. This 
shows that Searle is clear on his view that collective intentions are formed in the minds of 
each individual member and nothing over and above. Sharing of a common goal is not 
enough without sharing some common attitudes.4 Collective intentionality is what 
distinguishes choir from the bunch of people who are just singing the same song of music 
by dance. It is an irreducible phenomena in individual’s brain which takes the form of 
‘we-intend….’, it cannot be seen as being identical with the totality of individual 
intentions of the group taking the form ‘I intend…..’, which have the same object and are 
accompanied by that belief that there is reciprocity of intention among participants 
(which shows that I intend and I know that you intend the same thing and therefore we 
intend). Collective intentions cannot be reduced to individual intentions because no set of 
I-consciousness even if supplemented with mutual beliefs add up to We-
consciousness.5One can never be sure about the other member’s intention and summation 
cannot form collectivity because something still is missing. 

He points out two conditions which must be addressed to in explaining Collective 
Intentionality:  

                                                           
4
 Searle, John R. Social Ontology: The Problem and steps towards solution p.3 

5
 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.5 
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Condition 1: It must be consistent with the fact that society consists of nothing but 
individuals. Since society consists entirely of individuals, there cannot be a group 
consciousness. All consciousness is in individual minds, in individual brains. 

Condition 2: It must be consistent with the fact that the structure of any individual’s 
intentionality has to be independent of the fact of whether or not he is getting things right, 
whether or not he is radically mistaken about what is actually occurring.6 

This means that we can understand collective intentional behavior compatibly with these 
two conditions which shows that we-intentions cannot be dragged down to sets of I- 
intentions, it should not be seen as I- plus I- plus any beliefs considering the intentions of 
other members of the group. Doing this will reduce it to a fallacy which will consider 
one’s intention, not as a part of holding the collective intention but only securing ‘A’s 
part of We intend to do X’. Fallacy of this intention which arises in the heads of the 
individuals will likely be taking the form of first person singular only and not first person 
plural.7 

Concerning the question of collective intentionality, Searle rejects the idea of following 
form because it tries to reduce We-intentions to I-intentions:  

X and Y intend to clean their room together if and if,  

X intends to do his part of cleaning and 

Y intends to do his part of cleaning, where each has a mutual belief.  

The question may arise that, if intentions are to be formed in the minds of individuals 
then how is it possible that there is collective intentionality? How can it be the case that 
we-intentionality can move individual bodies if the content of We-intentions is not same 
as the content of I? 

1.1Formation of Collective Intentions: 

We- intentions for Searle is more than that of mere summation of individual intentions 
because there seems to be no element of conditional intention present in his analysis of 
collective intentionality. It is I who intend to do my part of collective goal not because 
you at the same time intend to do that thing but it is more of a higher level analysis where 
I form the individual intention as a part of the collective intentional behavior. The 
collective intentionality is formed because we the members in the collective action 
intended to form we-attitudes in terms of being a part of social phenomena. We as a 
human being have an inherent capacity to form such common attitude. So, now I will try 
to focus on how Searle tried to explain that collective intentionality can move individual 
bodies, even if the content of We- intention is not same as I-intention.  He asserts that the 
condition for satisfaction in We intention and I- intention is different and causally self-
referential.8 To explain the structure of Collective Intentionality he has tried to explain 

                                                           
6
 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.6 

7
 Searle, John R. Social Ontology: The Problem and steps towards solution p.2 

8
 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.7 
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the very content of intention of an individual member, or else there will be difficult 
because I can know only my personal individual intentionality of which I can personally 
cause. But in case of cooperative behavior the intentionality of all the members in the 
group is beyond range of my cause. He asserted that the content of intention can be of the 
form: Prior-intention and Intention-in-action9: 

(a) Prior Intention: If I intend to throw the ball in two seconds, the condition of 
satisfaction is that I perform the whole action of throwing the ball and the action 
is caused by my prior-intention. 

                    

                       

                                        We intend that, we will perform …. 

(b) Intention-in-action: When I am actually throwing the ball, the condition of 
satisfaction is intention-in-action is such that it should cause the throwing of the 
ball. In other words we can say that intention-in-action causes the bodily 
movement, where movement is caused by intention-in-action. 

                   

 

                                  i.a                                   b.m 

We are intending, that means we are intending that we are now performing the action of 
throwing the ball. Intending to do X and actually doing X is not same, one may intend to 
do X but still may not do X intentionally. So, intention-in-actions plays an important role 
to move our body. 

(b) Inner Structure of action: 

Human action consists not only of simple facts of throwing the ball or so but it consists of 
more complexity in terms of by and by means of relation10. Searle tries to explain 
collective intentions in terms of by-means of relation. Again this, by means of relation is 
of two types: causal by means of relation and constitutive by way of relation.11   

As Searle uses an example:  In terms of single intention, a man fires a gun by-means-of 
relation (relation here is pulling the trigger)12. Here, the man fires by pulling the trigger, 
where the intention-in-action is pulling the trigger which caused the gun fires.  

Collective intentionality can be explained in terms of collective intentional content. 
Intentional content is that which has a focused content in intending, where collective 
shows the joint formation of such content in intending. This above method was used by 
                                                           
9
 Searle, John R. Making Social World p.43 

10
 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.9 

11
 Searle, John R. Making Social World p.43 
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Searle to explain the collective behavior. For instance: you and I are both trying to move 
a cupboard by means me pushing from one side and you pulling from the other side. 
Causally speaking, we are moving the cupboard by means of me pushing from one side 
and you pulling from the other side in a collective way because the intentional content 
which we both have is in the form We are moving the cupboard, though I am pushing is 
secondary to We are moving the cupboard. This shows that in a collective intention we 
never utter I am doing this….. But it is always we are doing this…...  Just as Searle has 
used another example of preparing the hollandaise sauce, where the sauce is prepared 
together by means of Jones pouring and Smith mixing which shows that my part 
contribution in the group action causes the group action to be held. My pouring the 
veggies is a part of my mixing the sauce.  

 But constitutive by way of relation is not similar, where we are performing a duet, in 
which I play the piano and you pay the violin. In this case, my and your playing only 
constitutes the performance of the duet but this does not let the duet to be caused because 
we did not have collective intention-in-action. 

 In this case of collective intentionality, one has to presuppose that the others are 
cooperating along with me. Since it is not possible for me to know what others are 
intending. If one try to argue that even having same goal cannot be considered as having 
collective intentionality. But still one can defend him saying that the way of acting 
towards the goal for him shows that they have the capability of forming this collective 
intentionality, though the means may be different but the goal is same. The goal which is 
in the intention-in-action is that which causes the bodily movement from which it is 
derived. Collectivity seems to form an implicit structure of having this capacity of being 
human. That I cannot be alone in this society and a complex action is formed in relation 
to the other. We normally assume that collective intentionality results in commitments 
undertaken through conversation. But it is more twisted, in his case to have such 
conversation there is a need to presuppose the capacity for collective intentionality to let 
the conversation take place which results in commitment.  He believes that it is a crucial 
background capacity, essential to what we think of as the functioning of the society, that 
generates in me and get engaged to the conversation.13 There is a necessity in order of 
formation of collective intentionality to wake these commitments. 

It may be the case that I have collective intentionality to achieve a collective goal and I 
have an implicit belief that you are working towards the same goal as I am but it need not 
be the case that I actually know the content of your intentionality. This is how without 
being reduced collective intentionality to individual intention still it can be the case that 
We-content move the I –content because until one personally intend to do, it can have no 
resulting action but, that does not boil down We to I –intentions. Individual effort is the 
very part of the collective effort where the individual attempt is derived from being a part 
of this society at a larger whole. For instance: You are pouring vegetables is just the 
belief I have. It is not a part of my intentional content of my intention-in-action. 

The problem arises because we think that there is a strict methodological individualism 
where we try to reduce collective intentionality to individual. Methodological 
                                                           
13

 Searle, John R. Making Social Worldp.50 
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individualism requires a strict explanation that if we-intentions are only in the minds of 
the individuals that means I-intentions can be explained only in terms of I-intentions. So 
this brings us to reduce to I-intentions but this theory does not necessarily imply that the 
content that exists in the individual brains cannot exist in plural.14  Collective 
intentionality does not require that each know what the other participants are doing in 
detail but what one needs to know is that they share a common goal and intend to do their 
part. But I take for granted what he has in mind, the way he is trying to reach the goal. 
There is no element of conditional intention which asserts that I intend to do my part of 
the goal if and only if you intend to do your part. But Searle considers some higher form 
of collective intention.   

2. Searle’s unique contribution: 

He has a unique turn to the realm of collective intentionality, by differentiating intentions 
from beliefs, desires etc. He tried to point out that collective intentions must not be 
reduced to beliefs, since the condition for satisfaction of beliefs and desires need not be 
an action but condition for satisfaction of intention is an action. It is intention itself which 
cause the action but it is the intention which causes the bodily movement (particularly 
intention already in action).  Intending itself brings in the criteria of commitment, we 
intend because we have a will to commit to perform our actions. It is true that he gave an 
Internalist view point considering it to be the very essence of human being and works 
only on the minds of individual.   

Searle’s assumption of this pre-intentional capacity to form collective intentionality can 
rescue him from any form of critical remark because has made a clever attempt. He tried 
to explain collective intentionality through individual mind without reducing it to 
individual intentions because for him sense of collectivity is a kind of shield which is 
present at the background. And we can form this collective intentionality because we are 
human.  He says that, it is a crucial human background capacity to what we think as 
functioning of the society, that in culture is known to me, one can approach any sharing 
and engage in certain sorts of conversation.15 Our conversation itself pre-supposes a 
capacity, which shows that one need to have this collective intentionality to give a 
conversation on which agreement and disagreement are built. But his explanation is 
clever since it is difficult to criticize him because he gives appropriate reasons that I may 
be radically mistaken about considering the collective intentionality but even if collective 
intentionality is a brain in the vat still it resides in the minds of the individual members16. 
Searle’s contribution is significant because he somehow pulls the discussion to an 
implicit relational approach. As long as we are in a society as being a human we have the 
sense that we are not isolated but always in relation to each other( as a mother, brother, 
sister etc). So, this idea of relation is significant to explain the idea of taking part in 
collective goals.  We-intentions cannot be just a summation of I-plus, I-plus, beliefs 
because just explaining we intentions in terms of mutual knowledge is not enough since 
one group can have mutual knowledge but still not have collective intentionality? The 
offensive lineman blocking on pass play does not necessarily need to know what routes 
                                                           
14

 Searle, John R. Making Social World p. 49 
15

 Searle, John R. Making Social World p.55 
16

 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.6 
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are being followed by wider receivers or how many steps needed, but only have to be a 
part of the collective, though having individual assignments, but is derived from the 
collective.17 Cooperation is presupposed as an intrinsic quality to collective intentionality. 
It is not something to be imposed from somewhere. One can have goal in knowledge that 
others also have that particular goal, but this is not enough for cooperation.  

Searle stresses on the utterances or expressible behavior that ‘we intend to do X’, 
commitment is already a part of entering in such a pact which we have formed, where the 
members will have same we-intentions. 

3. A defensive account: 

 We may normally inquire what is that which causes the collective action, one may 
answer it is the collective intentionality. Then one can further question what is it that 
constitutes the collective intentionality or how is it form? One may reply that it is formed 
by the common beliefs, commitments and agreements. But Searle has given a completely 
different view; he has not only mentioned how collective intentionality is formed but also 
how it is being operated in the collective activity. He believes that when we talk about 
we-intention we associate with it that there has to be some agreement or obligations at the 
foundation of we-intention itself. But to form such pact is through collective 
intentionality; it is not that sharing beliefs will lead to collective intentionality. 

The idea of relatedness is also presupposed in terms of our being human creatures. Meijer 
in his paper Can Collective intentions be individualized? tried to point out that there is 
relation approach which is missed out in Searle’s theory. But John Searle is talking in 
terms of higher level, where consequences are not to be explained in terms of collectivity. 
Results do not matter because results are out of the world but he does not care whether he 
is radically mistaken of his own view. As collective capacity is the pre-intentional state, 
the very potentiality to form this sense is being related to others. Searle explained that the 
possibility of collective intentionality is through by means of relations where both 
members play an active role in moving the cupboard and forming the expression as we 
are moving the cupboard. Collective intentions are to be taken as the building block of 
social reality, where collective intentionality is an operational process and in which the 
collective action is processed. Social relationships are taken as the foundation of 
collective intentionality and because of this capacity we have agreements and 
disagreements. Searle has thus, mentioned implicitly the most important factor of 
collective intention i.e. sense of relation.  

 Conclusion: 

Thus, from  this account I could gather that when he sets to answer his view on we-
intentions as being irreducible but still lies in the heads of the individual, it seems that he 
tried to show just having mutual beliefs regarding each other’s intention to that goal is 
not be said as having collective behavior. It does not mean that by saying that collective 
intentions is formed in the individual minds it has to be dragged to only I intend, why 
cannot  it take the form of plural we-intend . He shows that the element of cooperation or 

                                                           
17

 Searle, John R. Collective intention and actions p.3 
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coordination is missing in the earlier account of having same goal. In case of Searle it 
seems that he has taken a move to explain we- intentions, in terms of cooperation but has 
left it unexplained, because he has already considered it as pre-intentional. Since to form 
this cooperation, there is a need of discussion, but even discussion has been left 
unexplained and given a foundational account to action. He asserts that the capacity 
(which is the linguistic factor and the cooperative factor) to explain collective 
intentionality is to be taken as a pre-intentional state, as we are potential beings. He 
believes that in a collective act the members has to form ‘we intend…that we will do 
X…….’and not ‘I intend…that we will do X…….’it seems like he leaves no room for 
further clarifications. 
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