
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-022-09827-5

Abstract
The extended mind thesis states that the mind is not brain-bound but extends into 
the physical world. The philosophical debate around the thesis has mostly focused 
on extension towards epistemic artefacts, treating the phenomenon as a special ca-
pacity of the human organism to recruit external physical resources to solve indi-
vidual tasks. This paper argues that if the mind extends to artefacts in the pursuit of 
individual tasks, it extends to other humans in the pursuit of collective tasks. Mind 
extension to other humans corresponds essentially to the ‘we-mode’ of cognition, 
the unique power of human minds to be jointly directed at goals, intentions, states 
of affairs, or values (which, importantly, differs from having a ‘group mind’). Be-
cause the capacity for collective intentionality holds evolutionary and developmen-
tal primacy over human-epistemic artefacts relations, the extended mind should not 
be seen as a special phenomenon, but as a central aspect of the human condition. 
The original extended mind thesis carried important implications for how the cogni-
tive sciences should proceed. In a version of the thesis that accommodates collec-
tive intentionality, these implications would go far deeper than originally assumed.
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1  Introduction

One of the strengths of philosophy is its ability to subvert traditional wisdom by 
unsettling intuitions, making one view the world in a fundamentally new light. Clark 
and Chalmers’ (1998) ‘extended mind thesis’ is one such example. This suggests that 
the mind, hitherto conceived as skull-bound, spills over into body and world. Our 
tools and artefacts are not just connected to us but, like neural mechanisms, can be a 
constitutive part of our cognitive system. The thesis has stirred important debate on 
the proper unit of analysis of the cognitive sciences: if it is right, then the cognitive 
sciences have mistaken their approach and subject matter because the realisers of the 
mind extend into the environment.

In this paper, we argue that the thesis has yet to see its full implications. In debat-
ing whether the mind extends or not, how, and where to, philosophers engaging 
in this debate have glossed over the most important way in which the mind might 
extend into the world: to other humans in acts of collective intentionality. We argue 
that mental extension to other humans corresponds essentially to the ‘we-mode’ of 
cognition (Tuomela, 2013a), the power of minds to be jointly directed at objects, mat-
ters of fact, states of affairs, goals, or values. Extension to epistemic artefacts is sim-
ply a derivative of the more fundamental capacity for collective intentionality. The 
exclusion of this (uniquely human) capacity from the debate is arbitrary and limits 
the implications of the extended mind thesis for the cognitive sciences.

The idea that the mind primarily engages the world socially, as part of a group – 
which, importantly, differs from having a ‘group mind’ – has been advanced in many 
guises before, without, however, having much impact on the cognitive sciences. The 
aim of this paper is to revive these views by charting a connection between the ‘col-
lective intentionality’ and ‘extended mind’ debates. We begin with a standard account 
of the original extended mind debate. We then draw a parallel between extension to 
tools in individual tasks and extension to humans in collective tasks, arguing that the 
capacity for the latter holds primacy over the former. Having established this con-
nection, we survey how recent approaches to the socially extended mind could be 
corrected through a focus on collective intentionality. We end by reflecting on what 
the cognitive sciences would look like if they took to heart the idea that we constantly 
think and act with other people ‘in mind’.

2  The extended mind

In The Extended Mind, Clark and Chalmers appealed to functionalism to argue that:

If, as we confront some task, a part of the world functions as a process which, 
were it done in the head, we would have no hesitation in recognizing as part 
of the cognitive process, then that part of the world is… part of the cognitive 
process. (1998:8)

This has come to be known as the ‘parity principle’. In their flagship example, two 
individuals, Otto and Inga, wish to attend an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art 
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(MoMA) in New York. Inga retrieves the location of the museum, 53rd Street, from 
biological memory. Otto, who has onset Alzheimer’s, retrieves it from a notebook 
in which he writes information he needs at a later time. Clark and Chalmers suggest 
that because the notebook plays the role of the cognitive vehicle for memory it is 
legitimate to treat it as a constitutive part of Otto’s cognitive system. The extended 
mind thesis claims that some cognitive processes extend beyond the brain to include 
artefacts in the environment in a way that helps us navigate it more effectively. In 
response to critique that the thesis takes an excessively permissive position on cogni-
tion, leading to ‘cognitive bloat’ (Rowlands, 2010; Rupert, 2004), some tightening 
conditions have been proposed. Thus, the epistemic artefact in question must:

1	 Be reliably available and typically invoked.
2	 Contain information that is automatically endorsed. It should not usually be 

subject to critical scrutiny (e.g., unlike the opinions of other people). It should 
be deemed about as trustworthy as something retrieved clearly from biological 
memory.

3	 Contain information that should be easily accessible as and when required.
4	 Contain information that has been consciously endorsed at some point in the past 

and indeed there is as a consequence of this endorsement.

The extended mind thesis challenges internalism, which posits that psychological 
processes are confined to the brain. Internalists argue that the input and output of 
a psychological process may be located in the environment, but the process itself 
happens inside the head. Modern cognitive science has been particularly internalist 
in orientation, conducting research primarily in laboratory settings, where cognitive 
mechanisms are abstracted from their environment. If Clark and Chalmers are right, 
however, the cognitive sciences have mistaken their subject matter. According to 
what Clark labels the ‘principle of cognitive impartiality’ (2007:174), brains accom-
plish their tasks following cost-functions that are impartial to the nature (motoric, 
perceptual) or location (in-the-head, in-the-world) of the processing. For cost-benefit 
reasons, brains happen in many cases to recruit external epistemic resources and it is 
thus legitimate to say that cognition spans brain and environment. Yet, Clark argues 
explicitly that cognitive extension only occurs ephemerally and in special conditions, 
mostly in situations of fast and frugal human-artefacts interaction (Clark, 2007:176).

The extended mind thesis has been much debated. One of the main criticisms is 
that in order to say that the mind extends, one must first define what mind is; in other 
words, there needs to be a ‘mark of the mental’ (Adams, 2019; Adams & Aizawa, 
2001, 2009, 2010). The debate on this question has now reached a deadlock because 
it has become clear that no empirical finding can adjudicate such a definition. To the 
extent in which it has been about defining the ‘mind’, the debate has taken a meta-
physical turn (Kiverstein, 2018; Sprevak, 2010). To some, including us, this debate is 
unnecessary because the definitions of ‘mind’ that have been proposed (e.g. Adams & 
Aizawa 2001) turn out to be remote from any common usage of the term as well as of 
little use to cognitive science. They are so because cognitive scientists already work 
with a rough and ready notion of ‘mind’ that broadly refers to processes that support 
intelligent behaviour, and that’s enough for cognitive science to proceed. Biologists, 
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for instance, do not need an exact definition of ‘life’ to study living beings. The value 
of biological science is not compromised by the fact that biologists also study viruses, 
which might not be considered ‘alive’; at the same time, there is no current risk of 
seeing biologists studying rocks (Allen, 2017). Clark’s way out of this metaphysical 
muddle is to state that “cognition is as cognition does” (Clark, 2010:93). Ultimately, 
the move behind the original extended mind thesis consists in engaging with a com-
mon, intuitive understanding of ‘mind’ and ‘cognition’ and using philosophical argu-
ment to change – in this case, expand – these understandings, simultaneously opening 
new horizons for scientific practice. In other words, cognitive science cannot decide 
whether the extended mind thesis is true, but the intuition induced by the thesis has 
the power of changing the approach of the cognitive sciences. The implication of 
Clark’s argument is that a cognitive science that confines itself to internal cognitive 
activity would be as impoverished as a cognitive science that confines itself to one 
part of the brain.

In this article, we follow Clark’s lead, but reach an entirely different conclusion. 
We are not interested in delving into the extended mind debate, except to say that it 
would look entirely different had its discussants considered the following possibility: 
that the mind primarily extends to other people in acts of collective intentionality, 
and that it is primarily because of this that it can extend to epistemic artefacts. In the 
current debate, the almost exclusive focus on epistemic artefacts has accompanied 
an individualistic position that precludes the extension to other humans in collective 
action. In the profuse literature that developed from the original article, the ‘part of 
the world’ that mind extends to has mostly been conceived as a scaffold of material 
objects that aids solitary epistemic action: a notebook helps to overcome one’s mem-
ory issues; reliable access to a calculator aids one’s calculations. Clark and Chalmers 
gesture at the possibility of the mind extending to other human beings – e.g. a waiter 
at Otto’s favourite restaurant might act as a repository of his beliefs about his favou-
rite meals – but the point has not been elaborated further by the authors.

This has changed recently, with some philosophers invoking the idea of the 
‘socially extended mind’ (Gallagher, 2011, 2013; Slaby & Gallagher, 2015). In cer-
tain contexts, these authors argue, other people and even institutions afford extension 
and can legitimately become part of one’s cognitive system, providing that we adopt 
a more liberal version of the extended mind where the requirements of accessibility, 
trustworthiness and reliability are relaxed. But even when this possibility is contem-
plated – the legal system, for instance, could be considered a ‘cognitive institution’ 
that facilitates one’s actions in the world and is therefore constitutive of one’s mind 
– the epistemic actions in question are undertaken to overcome a problem dictated 
by an individual private intention, without references to a group’s collective inten-
tion. As we show later in this essay, recent waves of approaches to the extended mind 
have significantly enriched the original formulation, and they have done so precisely 
by paying attention to the person’s sociocultural environment. We note, at the same 
time, that their import is limited because they remain implicitly wedded to method-
ological individualism. Indeed, as the Routledge Encyclopaedia of Philosophy states, 
the extended mind thesis is “a claim about individual human cognition extending, 
not about shared or group cognition. [It] may be combined with a variety of other 
externalist claims about the mind, but it makes a separate, unique claim about how 
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the human mind spreads out into world.” (Sprevak, 2019). In what follows, we point 
out that philosophers debating this issue have overlooked an intimate link between 
extended mind and collective intentionality, and that acknowledging this link could 
have a deep impact on the cognitive sciences. To make our case, we will highlight 
some striking parallels between human-tool coupling in individual tasks and human-
human coupling in the context of collective tasks. First, though, an overview of col-
lective intentionality.

3  Collective intentionality

Imagine a group of people unrelated to each other sitting on various places in a park. 
Suddenly, it starts to rain so they all get up and run towards a centrally located shelter. 
Now think of a group of people in the same park that gets up and starts running towards 
the common point, but as part of a choreographed outdoor ballet. The outward behav-
iour of the two groups might be exactly the same, yet the intentional and emotional 
state of the people in the two scenarios obviously differs. Searle (1990), who came up 
with this example, pointed out that the latter case is distinct from the former because 
people think and act as part of a group, where the collective act cannot be explained 
by a summation of I-referential intentions.  People here intend and act with reference 
to a collective intention, or   ‘we-intention’ (Tuomela and Miller, 1988). Although 
characterisations of slightly different analytical flavours have been proposed (Searle, 
1996; Bratman, 1999, 2013; Tuomela, 2007; Gilbert, 2015), philosophers agree that 
for something like joint action to take place there needs to be a ‘shared point of view’ 
– the ability to conceive a sense of ‘we’ in relation to which members regulate their 
own thoughts and actions. Rather than a private intention, it is the collective commit-
ment to a group’s ethos that gives the group’s members reasons to think, act and share 
emotions in a certain way. The enabling condition of collective intentionality is taken 
to be ‘mutual trust’ (Schmid, 2013; Tomasello, 2019), i.e. trusting that other members 
of the group share the group’s collectively accepted goals and ethos.

It is important to stress that the notion of collective intentionality is not tied to any 
commitment to supra-individual entities like a ‘group mind’. Whether groups can be 
considered to have a mind of their own, in a literal sense, is a question of a different 
order than the question concerning the character of ‘we-intentions’, which are held 
by single persons.1 Collective intentionality is also not defined by its objects of inten-
tion. Examples of collective acts in the literature range from the simple dyadic action 
of lifting a table together to fighting as part of a nation at war; thus, we-intentions 
can be held towards both social and non-social objects, and across a range of spatio-
temporal scales. What defines collective intentionality, rather, is its specific ‘mode’ of 
cognition. Tuomela (2007) dubbed it the ‘we-mode’, to contrast it from the ‘I-mode’ 
of I-referential intentions. He noted that the ‘we-mode’ holds across phenomena as 

1  We think that the ‘group mind’ debate bears similarities to the debate on the ‘mark of the mental’ insofar 
as they both deal with metaphysical questions that no kind of empirical evidence is likely to settle. By 
contrast, whether, how and in which contexts individuals engage in collective intentionality is an empiri-
cal question, as we will see.
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different as goals, states of affairs, values, or emotions. A goal, for instance, is collec-
tive if and only if, when satisfied for one member, it is satisfied for all. Emotions are 
collectively experienced (i.e. in the we-mode) if and only if they are induced by the 
ethos of a collectively recognised group, whereas they are individually experienced 
if the reasons that induce them are independent of group membership. The ballet 
dancers in the example above might have a collective experience of ‘flow’, in the 
we-mode, but if a lightning storm approaches, they might be individually afraid, in 
the I-mode.

There are in-between cases. Imagine a group of people who jointly agree to take 
turns to grow fresh flowers in the village commons to keep it beautiful. The inten-
tions that go into this collective action certainly tick all the boxes for the ‘we-mode’ 
of cognition. But what if an individual decides to perform the same action privately, 
without being part of a group, while being aware that their action satisfies collectively 
held ideas of beauty in the community? We might refer, in this case, to a weaker form 
of collective intentionality, which lacks collective commitment but still retains the 
adherence to a group ethos or ideal. Tuomela (2013a) termed it ‘pro-group I-mode’ 
intentionality. Now imagine someone simply driving a car following road conven-
tions. Any sense of jointness seems to have vanished in this case (we are in the pure 
I-mode), yet the person still acts on the basis of collectively accepted norms and con-
ventions. Philosophers here refer to the ‘background’ (Searle, 1996; Schmitz, 2013), 
a set of learnt shared dispositions people act on pre-reflectively as they engage with 
the social world. In short, philosophers agree that there are different layers and scales 
of collective intentionality (e.g. Carassa & Colombetti 2013). As we move from act-
ing in the we-mode to acting in the I-mode, the conscious sense of group membership 
recedes into the background, but, even so, certain conditions of collective intentional-
ity (i.e. trusting, implicitly, that other people share the same ethos in given domains 
of action) are retained. ‘We-mode’ and ‘I-mode’ are thus better conceived as two 
opposite intentional poles embedded in a background – i.e. a more diluted version of 
the ‘we-mode’ – where the sense of being part of a group retreats from consciousness. 
Importantly, though, the ‘background’ still rests on acts of collective intentionality. 
Money and the norms that surrounds it, for example, ultimately stems from a social 
joint commitment about the way it is used. There is a link running between joint 
action and social convention, and it is not coincidental that the same philosophers 
who write about collective intentionality feel like that the same discussions apply 
to broader issues of social ontology. At present, philosophers are actively debating 
how to distinguish ‘we-mode’ from ‘I-mode’ and about how these relate to the ‘back-
ground’, and generally about how exactly to define all these terms.

Notably, this debate has been largely unheeded by the mind sciences. The contem-
porary fields of ‘social psychology’ or ‘social cognition’ are not concerned with the 
study of what philosophers define as ‘collective intentionality’ This is clear in the very 
definitions of these disciplines: “What makes social psychology social,” write Hogg 
and Vaughan, “is that it deals with how people are affected by other people who are 
physically present or who are imagined to be present” (2018:4). What defines them, 
in short, is not the mode of psychological states but their object, namely other people 
or groups. They study how individuals think and act towards other individuals, rather 
than studying how individuals think and act with other individuals towards the world. 
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By default, they study social cognition in the I-mode. When they do consider phe-
nomena that take place in the we-mode, they do not focus on the we-mode per se or 
on the differences with the I-mode (which is the central question of the philosophical 
debate). A classic example is the debate on ‘theory of mind’ in the context of face-
to-face interactions. Cognitive scientists differ on how to account for intersubjective 
understanding – do we ‘mindread’ by inferential interpretation (Leslie et al., 2004), 
or by subpersonally mirroring (Gallese, 2013) or simulating (Goldman, 2006) the 
other’s mental states in ourselves? – but the starting individualistic I-referential fram-
ing is the same: two or more people trying to individually represent and predict the 
other’s mental states in the I-mode.2 An approach that is conscious of the significance 
of collective intentionality would see things differently. It would not deny that some 
aspects of face-to-face encounters can take this form, but it would point out that min-
dreading is embedded the we-intention of having the encounter in the first place. It 
would consider face-to-face interactions primarily as joint actions. To underscore the 
central difference once again: whereas contemporary social psychology and social 
cognition look at how individuals engage the social world, collective intentionality is 
concerned with how individuals socially engage the world (regardless of whether the 
worldly object of intention is social or not). The two fields, which, intuitively, should 
be about the same phenomena, have moved along different tracks.

This wasn’t always the case. Greenwood (2003) chronicled a shift occurring 
around the 1930s in America where social psychology abandoned a focus on the 
distinctive social dimension that it previously maintained. For many American social 
psychologists writing in the 1920s, the difference between individual and socially 
embedded psychological states was evident, as was evident that ‘social psychology’ 
was supposed to research the latter. These psychologists’ conceptions of ‘socially 
embedded psychological states’ bear remarkable similarity (if less sophistication) to 
the conceptions of collective intentionality of today’s philosophers. Dunlap (1925), 
for instance, defined “social consciousness” as “consciousness (in the individual, of 
course) of others in the group, and consciousness of them, as related, in the group, to 
oneself; in other words, consciousness of being a member of the group” (1925:19), 
which amounts to an alternative characterisation of the ‘we-mode’ that appeared 
decades later.3 Empirical research, accordingly, looked specifically at whether and 
how certain attitudes and behaviour were held socially or individually.4

Before long, interest in this question waned. A few reasons for this shift were cul-
tural, due to the rampant growth of moral and political individualism in mid-century 
America; others had to do with shifts within the discipline of psychology itself., 
200 Particularly, a few psychologists who championed the idea of socially embed-

2  There is an alternative enactivist position (Fuchs & De Jaegher, 2009) that challenges these views, but 
it is unclear whether and how they align with the collective intentionality approach. We hope to explore 
these differences in a future publication.

3  The difference between we-mode and I-mode wasn’t lost to early 20th century phenomenologists either. 
Heidegger, for instance, made a distinction between the conditions of ‘being-towards’ and ‘being-with’ 
other people that closely resembles the I-mode/we-mode distinction. Philosophers like Stein and Mer-
leau-Ponty also held sophisticated views of what we now consider ‘collective intentionality’.

4  An example among many is Schanck’s (1932) investigation of whether Methodists hold preferences 
towards various forms of baptism ‘as church members’ or simply out of their ‘private feelings’.
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ded psychological states drew gradually closer to the more metaphysically contested 
idea of ‘group mind’. This ambiguity led to an effective (and not wholly unjusti-
fied) backlash against the concept of collective cognition as a whole in the years 
that followed. What put the final nail in the coffin, however, was the rapid spread 
of a narrow form of experimentation that has dominated the mind sciences since, 
namely, the systematic setting up of experiments aimed at demonstrating functional 
relationships between specific stimulus elements – i.e. independent variables – and 
specific response elements, the dependent variables. The increased technical focus on 
the manipulation of independent variables acted as a constrain on the acknowledge-
ment of the social dimension of cognition. This is so because unless the goal of the 
experimenter is to study the we-mode specifically – i.e. unless the we-mode is taken 
as the independent variable itself – any kind of orientation of the subjects towards 
social groups and their ethos becomes a source of cofounding that must be eliminated 
at the outset. Thus, as experiments became more and more technically sophisticated 
and statistically rigorous, so the social dimension of cognition became increasingly 
neglected, marking a win of methodology over ontology.

The neglect continues in today’s cognitive sciences. Despite sporadic calls for 
recognising the we-mode scientifically (e.g. Gallotti & Frith 2013), and recent studies 
of joint action that offer budding hopes for the future (which are important and which 
we will discuss later), a fully-fledged science of collective intentionality does not 
yet exist. There is little doubt that the experimental conditions required to study the 
we-mode are more challenging than those aimed at studying cognition in the I-mode. 
Early 20th century social psychologists knew this too (Greenwood, 2003). But such 
scientific study is by no means impossible. Our argument in this essay is that it is 
essential, lest we leave the most distinctive dimension of human mental life out of the 
purview of the cognitive sciences.

To build our case, we exploit the intuitive move implicit in the extended mind 
thesis. In a stepwise manner, we argue that if one accepts that the mind extends to 
epistemic artefacts in the pursuit of individual tasks, one must also accept that it 
extends to other humans in acts of collective intentionality. Our argument, in essence, 
is that the ‘extended mind’ applied to other humans is tantamount to cognition in the 
we-mode. Crucially, since the debate on the extended mind is (also) a debate over the 
unit of analysis of the cognitive sciences, it follows from our argument that cognitive 
science will provide an accurate picture of mental life only by paying attention to the 
we-mode. One of its central questions, in any given context, should be whether and 
how individuals think, act and feel with reference to collective intentions.

4  Charting the link: the extended mind and collective intentionality

Consider the following scenario. Coming back to his village after an unsuccessful 
solitary hunt, Elmo gathers friends and relatives to organise a collective expedition 
the following day. They set off in the morning, looking for deer. They agree to dis-
band to cover more of the forest, keeping within auditory distance of each other. At 
one point, someone in the group spots a footprint in the mud and calls Elmo and the 
other companions to cover that patch of the forest. Before long, another member of 
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the band sees a deer at a distance. He whistles to the others, who quietly come closer. 
The group encircles the deer and shoots it. Everyone then walks back to the village 
before sharing the meat equally among each other.

In what follows, we shall describe some striking functionalist and phenomenologi-
cal parallels between the relationship between Elmo and the rest of the group and that 
between Otto and his notebook. Our argument is that these parallels are not coinci-
dental. Rather, we hope to show that the ‘mental extension’ illustrated in the latter 
case is merely derivative of the capacity for collective intentionality, as illustrated in 
the former.

4.1  Parallels

From the viewpoint of the individual in question, both cases present a task-depen-
dent action (reaching MoMA; hunting a deer) which an external part of the world 
helps achieve (notebook; other hunters). If for Otto the notebook contains informa-
tion needed to reach MoMA, so for Elmo the band of hunters furnishes the neces-
sary information needed to find the deer. Both cases can be taken as illustrations of 
the parity principle central to the extended mind thesis. 5 Standing by the original 
functionalist premise of that principle, both the group of hunters and the notebook 
replace the individual’s cognitive function and could thus be considered part of the 
individual’s mind.6 As such, we suggest a homology between the Otto and Elmo 
cases, with the very important difference that in the Elmo case the accomplished task 
is not individual but the product of a collective intention. This is an action that entails 
simultaneous mind extension from every other hunter: from the point of view of each 
hunter, the rest of the band functions as the ‘part of the world’ that helps achieve the 
goal of hunting the deer. Take your task to be collective rather than individual, and 
it is apparent that mind extension to other human beings, in the very way laid out 
by Clark and Chalmers, is the necessary process for achieving that task. In sum, the 
capacity for collective intentionality is enabled by the same process that underpins 
classic examples of the extended mind.

At this point, a skeptic will raise the tightening conditions required for an external 
resource to be considered part of an individual mind: “a high degree of trust, reliance, 
and accessibility” (Clark & Chalmers, 1998:17). We are drawn to this homology 
by the recognition that it is exactly these tightening conditions that are, with large 
measures of congruity, the same necessary conditions for collective intentionality in 
the example above. ‘Trust’ is the most fundamental. According to Clark, in order for 
an artefact to be part of one’s cognitive system, it needs to contain information that 
is “more or less automatically endorsed. It should not usually be subject to critical 
scrutiny (unlike the opinions of other people, for example)” (Clark, 2010:46). Trust 

5  See Szanto (2013) for a similar application of the parity principle to collectives.
6  The hunting case also illustrates the ‘principle of cognitive impartiality’ (Clark, 2007:174), according 
to which brains typically adopt the most cost-effective task performance strategy regardless of whether, 
in doing so, they rely on internal or external resources. This is a principle that accords with the ground-
ing premise of evolutionary biology: as a number of evolutionary theorists have argued (e.g. Hrdy 2011; 
Kropotkin 2021[1902]; Tomasello 2019), to effectively pursue certain tasks, off-loading cognitive action 
to other humans manages cognitive demand with adaptive efficacy.

1 3



G. Ongaro et al.

is clearly not at play in the act of probing someone’s opinions – quite the opposite. 
But in acts of collective intentionality, trust is indeed the attitude we adopt towards 
other agents. It is the sine qua non condition of we-intentions, since, for group action 
to take place, each member must automatically assume that the other members have 
the same intention and same goal (Searle, 1990; Tuomela, 2007; Bratman, 2013). 
Philosophers have variably used the terms ‘mutual awareness’ or ‘acceptance’ to the 
same effect. As Schmid (2013) points out, this is the essence of ‘mutual trust’. In ven-
turing into the forest, Elmo automatically endorses the collective intention of hunting 
the deer that, he trusts, is also held by the rest of the band. The difference between 
the Otto and Elmo cases lies in the fact that while in the former trust applies to the 
information contained in the external resource that is necessary to achieve a task, in 
the latter trust applies to the intention of other people of processing information that 
is necessary to achieve a task.

As we move on to consider the conditions of ‘reliability’ and ‘accessibility’, we 
notice that these too can be applied to the Elmo case, even though it quickly become-
sapparent that the condition of ‘trust’ subsumes them both, to the point that ‘reli-
ability’ and ‘accessibility’ emerge as unnecessary. Elmo and his fellow hunters are 
engaging in a different task than Otto: their goal is to acquire new information on 
the location of a deer, which does not involve information retrieval, as in the Otto 
case, but rather information acquisition and processing. Consequently, ‘reliability’ 
and ‘accessibility’ pertain in this case to the acquisition and processing of informa-
tion. All that is required for these conditions to be met and is that Elmo’s companions, 
upon seeing a footprint, process and communicate this information to Elmo so that he 
can behave in the same way as he would had he perceived it himself. For that matter, 
Elmo could be equipped with a remote-controlled drone where video recorded from 
the drone’s camera is broadcast in real time to a headset that he is wearing, such that 
he effectively sees the world through the drone’s camera. In addition, a computer-
vision algorithm highlights any deer in the video feed. Following the parity principle, 
extended mind philosophers would have no hesitation in saying that mind extends to 
the drone. We suggest that in the low-tech example, other hunters are functionally 
equivalent to the drone. But - and this is important - we note that the conditions of 
being ‘reliably available’ and ‘easily accessible’ are entirely superfluous vis-a-vis 
Elmo’s goal of killing the deer: trusting the other companions to have the same inten-
tion of hunting the deer as part of a group (i.e. trusting that they will process informa-
tion to that end) lead to the same result. ‘Reliable availability’ and ‘accessibility’ are 
conditions that should only apply to tools; ‘mutual trust’ makes them irrelevant in 
the context of collective action. Finally, there is a need for the collective intention to 
be “consciously endorsed at some point in the past”, which is Clark’s fourth tighten-
ing condition. Elmo accomplishes this when he agrees to go hunting with the other 
people in the band.7

7  Other parallels include the idioms used to define the two types of coupling. The idioms used to describe 
the coupling between a subject and epistemic artefacts – “glue and trust” (Clark, 2010:83) – are notably 
similar to the idioms used to define human-human relations in the collective intentionality literature, 
strengthening the case for the homology. Tuomela, for instance, employs the same adhesive metaphor 
when describing participants in joint acts as “glued together” (2013b:22). Also, as extended minds 
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The homology runs deeper when we consider it from a phenomenological point 
of view. Central to this is the observation that, much like the notebook is to Otto, 
other people during acts of collective intentionality are, in some important respects, 
‘transparent’ to the subject. In trusting that other people hold the same intention as 
we do as part of a group, we do not perceive the other member of a group as an object 
of inquiry, much like Otto doesn’t need to critically reflect about the notebook as he 
uses it. As phenomenologists put it, interpersonal trust in acts of collective inten-
tionality affords a degree of ‘mutual incorporation’ (Fuchs & De Jaegher, 2009). In 
the condition of ‘being-with’, rather than ‘being-towards’ (Heidegger, 1962), other 
companions are not experienced as opaque entities whose intentions of movements 
need to be figured out, but as transparent extension of one’s own activity (Seemann, 
2009). This is ultimately an implication of trusting others’ intentions. Of course, this 
transparent relationship of trust can break when individuals manifestly deviate from 
the collective intention. But the same break of reliable coupling can happen to Otto’s 
notebook, if this is lost or ruined, or, for that matter, as extended mind theorists like 
to point out, to internal cognitive functions.

4.2  Beyond problem solving

Both the Otto and the Elmo cases feature problem-solving tasks. Problem-solving has 
dominated the extended mind debate because ‘extension’ has typically been framed 
as the employment of external epistemic resources or tools to solve practical indi-
vidual tasks. We drew the above homology based on problem-solving cases in order 
to establish a point of contact between extended mind and collective intentionality. If 
one accepts extension in the former case, we argued, one must also accept extension 
in the latter. But the scope of collective intentionality extends far beyond the domain 
of problem-solving. As we illustrated earlier, rather than being defined by an object or 
spatio-temporal scale, collective intentionality is defined by a cognitive ‘mode’ – the 
we-mode – which can hold across a constellation of phenomena which might have 
little to do with the type of problem solving exemplified by Otto and Elmo. Think 
of rituals, play, convivial conversations, political projects, or the pursuing of collec-
tive interests. These cannot be framed as problems to be solved. In a context such as 
‘dancing together’, other people are typically thought as the very reason why we do 
it, not tools that allows us to do it. It is hard to draw a comparison here because other 
people cannot replace any internal function and the parity principle simply does not 
apply. Yet, the kind of coupling involving interpersonal trust that typifies all the cases 
explored previously is exactly the same. It involves intending a joint activity with 
shared goals and norms under the assumption that everyone in the group does, as part 
of a group (Gilbert, 2015; Butterfill, 2017; Tomasello, 2019). What we have argued 
so far is that this assumptive attitude is homologous to the attitude that allows mental 
extension to epistemic artefacts in classic examples of the extended mind. Because 
the extended mind literature has focussed on artefacts, which are usually employed 
to solve practical individual problems, it has glossed over how the very same process 

employ epistemic tools “on the fly” (Clark, 2008:42, 2017:19), so people are said to move from indi-
vidual to collective action “on the fly” (Tollefsen, 2014:15).
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of mind extension can be at play in non-problem-solving actions with other people. It 
is therefore misleading to think of mental extension to epistemic artefacts as a special 
phenomenon, and it is arbitrary to separate the debate around it from the collective 
intentionality literature. This is all the more so because, as we argue in the next sec-
tion, the capacity for the former depends, in some important respects, on the capacity 
for the latter.

5  The primacy of collective intentionality

A key reason why cognitive extension to other people has primacy over individual-
artefact extension is evolutionary and developmental. As noted earlier, evolutionary 
accounts of human cooperation illustrate that the ability to perform important tasks 
relies on cognitive outsourcing of epistemic action to others under conditions of trust 
(Tomasello, 2019). For a number of evolutionary theorists, the coupling involving 
interpersonal trust that allow these actions – i.e. collective intentionality - constitutes 
the real mark of humankind (Hrdy, 2009; Tomasello 2019). Tomasello suggests that 
this had an evolutionary origin in contexts of food scarcity that required active coor-
dination among members of a group to hunt. For two hunters to capture a deer, they 
both have to individually have the goal of capturing the deer with the other, and, cru-
cially, they have to have mutual knowledge of the other’s goal and awareness that the 
collective goal can be attained through different individual roles. Agents thus began 
to relate to each other not only as independent agents, but also as an ‘I’ to a ‘you’ in 
the context of our ‘we’.

Ontogenetically speaking, evidence shows that the acquisition of collective inten-
tionality is a two-step process. It first starts as joint attention, when babies point out 
objects to other persons with no motive other than the recipient share in the baby’s 
focus, and develops later into learning by instruction, language and fully-fledged 
understanding of the social world (Trevarthen, 1979; Tomasello, 2019). Crucially, 
the same evidence indicates that collective intentionality is not added on top of other 
individual cognitive skills – it “shapes cognition all the way down” (Kern & Moll, 
2017:327). It permeates the human individual’s reasoning and engagement with 
the world as a whole and not just how they socially interact with others. Children’s 
instrumental rationality is shaped by acts of shared agency with adults who show 
them how to use and craft tools and address instrumental problems. As Moll et al., 
(2020:172) put it, “human sociality is irredeemably written into humans’ technical 
capacity”. The capacity for extending the mind to tools around us, let alone to epis-
temic artefacts like a notebook (which requires language), is premised on the primal 
capacity for extending the mind to other humans in acts of shared intention. Mental 
life is social through and through.

A great many philosophers over time (and across cultures) have made arguments 
for the primacy of collective intentionality that chime with this line of evidence. Phe-
nomenologists have argued it is mistaken to consider human beings in isolation from 
the web of social relations they are immersed in because sociality already permeates 
the world in which we live and act: the world is intelligible to us the way it is because 
of our tacit conformity to public norms, and it is this reliance on our shared social 
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background that allows us to be human at all. Essentially, the social world is not 
something that we make out with our pre-existing cognitive tool-kit, but something 
that encompasses and shapes this tool-kit. This is what early phenomenologists meant 
by expressions such as the “ontological primordiality of intersubjectivity” (Husserl 
1970), the “being-with-others as the existential human condition” (Heidegger, 1962) 
or the “vivid simultaneous presence” of the ‘we’ in our conscious stream (Schütz, 
1967). Pragmatists such as Dewey, Mead and James made similar points (see Crippen 
& Schulkin 2020). They stressed that thoughts and actions are entwined with social 
life all along and; that the latter is not built from the former but shapes individual 
cognition in turn. The argument in this paper fully supports these views and seeks to 
make them relevant to the cognitive sciences.

There is little doubt that someone like Husserl or Dewey would be unimpressed 
with Clark’s narrow conception of the ‘extended mind’, as they would recoil at the 
way the cognitive sciences operate today. They would see the cognitive sciences 
as grounded on an epistemology of isolated individualism that elides sociality from 
view. A slight problem with these positions, however, is that in declaring the pri-
macy of social cognition they do not discriminate between a person’s modes of 
social engagement with the world. In other words, they do not dwell on the distinc-
tion between ‘we-mode’ and ‘I-mode’ that is central to the collective intentionality 
debate – a distinction that, we soon suggest, holds the potential of providing the 
cognitive science with a whole new set of empirical questions. Before getting to this 
point, though, we briefly review some recent attempts at extending the ‘extended 
mind’ to the social environment (attempts that fall within the so-called ‘third-wave’ 
of extended mind theorising), which, while significantly advancing Clark’s account, 
have the same problem and could be much more incisive were they to reach out to the 
collective intentionality literature (readers uninterested in this reassessment can jump 
to section 7 on the ‘scientific implications’).

6  Revisiting ‘third-wave’ views

6.1  Gallagher’s ‘socially extended mind’

The idea of the ‘socially extended mind’ was first introduced by Gallagher (2013). 
As we noted earlier, we think that Gallagher’s original formulation remains wedded 
to methodological individualism insofar as other people figure as tools to achieve 
an individual task rather than a collective task. In the same vein of contemporary 
social psychology, he approaches the issue from an ‘I-mode’ perspective. Thus, as 
he argues through one example, the legal system emerges as a cognitive institution 
that facilitates an individual’s actions in the world and is for this reason constitutive 
of one’s mind. But to say this, Gallagher is forced to considerably relax Clark and 
Chalmers’ tightening conditions. It would be hard to make the case, for instance, that 
a person “automatically endorses” the information given by the legal system: usually 
the engagement with the legal system entails critical reflection. Gallagher (2013:2–3) 
states that ‘critical reflection’ is simply more cognition that is added to the overall 
extended cognitive process; hence it should be counted as extended. The problem, 
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however, is that critical reflection hampers ‘trust’, a fundamental condition for cou-
pling in the original extended mind thesis. It also precludes drawing the homology 
at the phenomenological level because reflection is antithetical to transparency. We 
hope to have shown that it is much easier to draw the homology in the context of col-
lective tasks, where the “glue and trust” (Clark, 2010:83) conditions vis-a-vis other 
people are persuasively met, and where the experience of the transparency of others 
is central.

Gallagher’s more recent co-authored publications on the ‘socially extended mind’ 
have taken this idea into novel directions by developing the notion of ‘cognitive insti-
tutions.’ According to Petracca and Gallagher, these are defined as institutions that 
“not just allows agents to perform certain cognitive processes in the social domain 
but, more importantly, without which some of the agents’ cognitive processes would 
not exist or even be possible” (2020:1). Their primary example is the market. Mar-
kets, they argue, do not simply constrain or enable individual economic reasoning 
but are also constituted by the actions and interactions of individual agents. Agents 
and social institutions stand in a mutually constitutive relation. In making this point, 
Gallagher et al. engage with the debate on collective intentionality, which already 
produced a large literature on institutions, but take some distance from it due to the 
internalism of some of its proponents, primarily Searle’s.

Searle is surely known to be an internalist. But we suggest that his avowed inter-
nalism has little to do with his characterisation of collective intentionality (indeed, he 
has never delved into the extended mind debate). Pace Searle’s views on internalism, 
we argued in this paper that there is direct link between the extended mind thesis and 
the capacity for collective intentionality that form the basis of social phenomena such 
as institutions. The social world emerges through ‘joint commitment’ (Gilbert, 2015), 
which, as we argued at length earlier, entails mental extension to other people. Given 
that institutions already build on the extended mind, we don’t see the need for the 
additional term ‘cognitive institution’. ‘Institution’ suffices. In our view, Gallagher’s 
most insightful contributions on the matter – e.g. on the role of social narratives in 
establishing norms and cementing collective ethos (Gallagher & Tollefsen, 2019), or 
the idea that it is processes and interactions rather than models that make up the social 
world (Gallagher et al., 2019) – should fit squarely within collective intentionality 
discussions rather than in the extended mind debate. 8

6.2  Kirchhoff and Kiverstein’s ‘extended consciousness’

The idea that the mind extends socially has also been advanced, in a different guise, 
in Kirchhoff and Kiverstein’s recent Extended Consciousness and Predictive Pro-
cessing (Kirchhoff & Kiverstein, 2019). In this compelling book and other publica-
tions (2019, 2020, 2021), Kirchhoff and Kiverstein have put forward 

8  As a tentative aside, we think that the ‘market’ might be an awkward place to look for collective inten-
tionality since, as Gallagher et al., (2019:9) also indirectly note, it is specially designed to promote 
I-mode attitudes (at least in its neoliberal form). The main aspect of collective intentionality lies in the 
collective agreement to act in the I-mode.
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two important claims about the extended mind: that consciousness as well as cog-
nition extends beyond the brain; and that the increasingly powerful framework of 
predictive processing is compatible with, and actually mandates, the extended mind 
(pace views to the contrary (Hohwy, 2013)). For our purposes, we focus our discus-
sion on a particular interpretation of cognition Kirchhoff and Kiverstein adopt in 
making their arguments.

Kirchhoff and Kiverstein note that the extended mind debate has focused on indi-
vidual problem-solving. As a result, commentators have approached cognition in a 
strictly synchronic way; that is, they have treated cognition as if made up of processes 
that unfold in a linear and stepwise manner over short timescales. Maintaining focus 
on the here and now, they have considered external elements as constitutive of the 
cognitive system only if these are wholly present at each instant that the system 
exists. The implication of this framing is that a person’s history of engagements with 
cultural practices gets screened off from the analysed process. On a synchronic read-
ing of cognition, cultural practices appear to merely ‘set the scene’ (Clark, 2011:459) 
for cognitive processes to take place; they are internalised over development and so 
play an important causal role, but they are not constitutive of the cognitive process 
in question.

Kirchoff and Kiverstein disagree, but do so by introducing an element that over-
hauls the terms of the debate. Drawing from an important essay by Van Gelder & Port 
(1995), they bring forth the challenge that the metaphysics of cognition is intrinsi-
cally temporal. The interaction of the organism with the environment in cycles of 
action and perception is a dynamic process that unfolds over multiple interacting 
timescales in a way that does not warrant the privilege that the cognitive sciences 
place on the synchronic. Of course, problem solving can take a synchronic form and 
can be analysed this way, but this should not rule out cultural practices unfolding over 
longer timescales from playing a role in the material constitution of people’s process 
of thinking. Based on a diachronic understanding of cognition, Kirchhoff and Kiver-
stein suggest that history and culture are always carried along in the practices and 
artefacts we engaged in, and entrain what individuals do in faster timescales. Extend 
the temporal scope of cognition, and the mind comes to encompass wider aspects of 
one’s cultural environment. Consider, for instance, a child that uses pen and paper 
to do multiplication. Clark would concede that the child makes use of the external 
scaffolding of pen and paper but that this extension is only temporary and limited to 
material tools. The dispositions that enable the child to do multiplications are fully 
internalised. “But to say that a disposition is internalized,” Kirchhoff and Kiverstein 
contend, “is not at all the same as saying that what people know when they take 
part in cultural practices is fully internalized” (2020:6). The actions she performs are 
embedded in and organized by the practice of which they are part.

We would like to elaborate on Kirchhoff and Kiverstein’s point by noting that, 
in fact, even the problem-solving tasks most amenable to a synchronic reading fun-
damentally depend on a temporal dimension for their achievement. Consider Otto. 
However advanced his Alzheimer’s, in order for the notebook to play a functional 
role in his cognitive system, Otto must retain some memory of reading up that 
MoMA is on 53rd street, otherwise he would never reach his destination. He would 
constantly look up the notebook and, forgetting what he read straight away, wouldn’t 
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go anywhere. This means that one of two propositions must be valid. Either there is 
an intrinsically diachronic aspect to any act of cognition, including that performed 
by Otto with his notebook, or the notebook merely ‘sets the scene’ for the actual 
(synchronic) cognitive moment. The second proposition would invalidate the central 
claim made by proponents of the extended mind. But if the first proposition is correct, 
as we take it to be, it is arbitrary to include in cognition the notebook but not wider, 
longer-term cultural practices.

Of course, philosophers who consider ‘memory’ to be a system of stored represen-
tations about the world would take this as a blow to the whole idea of the extended 
mind because it suggests internalism. But Kirchhoff and Kiverstein’s (2019; 2020) 
position – in line with sensorimotor enactivism – is that the extended mind thesis 
only holds on non-representationalist grounds, and, more to the point, that it applies 
to conscious experience (Di Paolo, 2009; Silberstein & Chemero, 2012; Ward, 2012). 
From an enactive perspective, conscious experience is a process that emerges in inter-
action with the environment to which the brain is coupled through cycles of action 
and perception. Kirchhoff and Kiverstein add that this relation of coupling with the 
cultural environment is one of ongoing ‘phenomenal attunement’ (2020:2). This is an 
experience that cannot always be generated solely out of processes unfolding inside a 
person’s brain. To make their point, they ask us to consider the negative corollary of 
‘phenomenal attunement’, which they identify as the experience of ‘cultural shock’, 
a situation in which someone is suddenly moved into an unfamiliar cultural environ-
ment and experiences alienation as a result. It is impossible, Kirchhoff and Kiverstein 
argue, to explain such experience only by looking at the person’s neural states. It can 
only be explained by considering the familiar cultural environment as constitutive of 
the person’s conscious experience. Would a person’s neural duplicate in a different 
environment feel the same experience? The answer is negative because this thought 
experiment, premised as it is on a synchronic reading of cognition, is an impossibil-
ity. For two people to be neural duplicates, they must also be environmental dupli-
cates. The mind, in short, is partially constituted by cultural practices.

Our comment on Kirchhoff and Kiverstein is that their main argument would gain 
more traction if placed within the framework of collective intentionality. Particularly, 
we think that Kirchhoff and Kiverstein’s notion of ‘cultural practice’ can be easily 
subsumed in Searle’s notion of the ‘background’, namely, a temporally diluted ver-
sion of the ‘we-mode’ (which, we argued, entails mental extension to other people). 
Bringing in collective intentionality throws the point Kirchoff and Kiverstein are 
making into sharp relief, with no shortage of more intuitive examples. Consider, for 
instance, the action of writing a philosophy paper. There is no question that a set of 
dispositions necessary for doing so (the basic ability to write, argumentative skills, 
knowledge of various debates) have been internalised over time. Aside from loops 
of action and perception between brain, upper limbs and laptop, the activity of writ-
ing the paper is at first glance all internal. It isn’t so, however, once we consider the 
activity as derivative of the longer-term engagement with the philosophy community 
(or at least a subset thereof) of which one is part and considered to be part by other 
members - people who may read the paper and who shares the group ethos. The fact 
that we are part of this community is constitutive of the act of writing: if we knew 
that someone else would hijack the authorship of the paper, thereby violating the 
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premise of collective intentionality, we probably wouldn’t write it; if forced to do 
it under this condition, the experience of writing it would be entirely different. So, 
we do write with other people ‘in mind’; the process of writing the paper hinges on 
trusting the concrete external presence of a philosophical community that entertains 
shared values and norms.

Following the line of reasoning we have undertaken it is legitimate to say that 
our mind extends to the philosophy community. Take this community away, and the 
practice vanishes (like Otto’s notebook and Otto’s capacity to reach MoMA). There 
is thus a difference between internalised dispositions, which are internal, causal, and 
cannot be cleared away, and people out there in the world, whose constitutive pres-
ence in collective intentions can, hypothetically, be removed asudden. We think that 
this is what Kirchhoff and Kiverstein mean when they say that dispositions, while 
internalized, are constrained by norms, rules and principles that operate at the scale of 
cultural practice which the person must be attuned to. In short, we do accomplish an 
action like writing a philosophy paper with other people ‘in mind’. 9 The upshot of all 
this, to anticipate our final section, is that any potential scientific study of my act of 
writing the paper cannot solely focus on the interaction between brain and computer 
as if unplugged from the structure of collective intentionality it is placed in. Doing so 
would abstract from the overall wider process of cognition and would yield a selec-
tive view of mental life.

7  Scientific implications

If what we have suggested is right – if the mind does extend to other people in acts 
of collective intentionality – then there are important implications for how cognitive 
science is to proceed. Challenging and expanding the unit of analysis of the cogni-
tive science has been a central consequence and driving thrust of the extended mind 
thesis. What, then, would a cognitive science that takes the concept of collective 
intentionality to heart look like?

We wager that it would look a lot different than it does now. As we mentioned 
earlier, current cognitive science is grounded in methodological individualism: it 
approaches cognition in the I-mode by default, and has been almost entirely divorced 
from the philosophical discussion on collective intentionality outlined above 
(attempts at drawing links have been few, e.g. Gallotti & Frith 2013). Moreover, 
the absence of the concept is most obvious in the context where it should play the 
most central role, namely in social cognition (e.g. in ‘theory of mind’ debates, as 
we have shown above). This individualism has informed a kind of methodologism 
(Teo, 2009) whereby cognitive scientists – especially cognitive psychologists – have 
focussed on the experimental methods of inquiry, rather than selecting suitable meth-
ods for the topics and research problems under investigation. These experiments tend 

9  In challenging the idea that the ‘extended mind’ runs counter to common sense understandings of the 
mind, Clark points out that “the folk grip on mind and mental states […] is surprisingly liberal when it 
comes to just about everything concerning machinery, location, and architecture” (Clark, 2008:105-6). 
It’s worth noticing that the common sense understanding of the mind, even in Western individualistic 
societies, allows, and, if anything, reinforces, the idea that other people can be part of one’s mind.
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to represent uncommon, socially-isolated and experimenter-defined tasks that do not 
acknowledge that cognition can take place in the we-mode.

There is one important domain of cognitive science that has incorporated the idea 
of collective intentionality. This is the domain of joint action. Research in the area is 
relatively scanty because it does not easily lend itself to laboratory experimentation, 
but it is significant, if anything because it has offered a proof of the neurocognitive 
signature of collective intentionality.

As an illustrative case, consider Loehr et al. (2013) musical ensemble study, which 
investigates the cognition of a pianist who produces tones in the course of playing a 
duet with another pianist. In this experiment, there is an outcome to which the pia-
nist’s action is directed, the production of a tone or melody; and there is an outcome 
to which her and her partner’s actions are collectively directed, the production of a 
combination of pitches or harmony. Loehr et al., (2013) asked the following ques-
tion: do pianists monitor their own or their partner’s actions with respect to individual 
action goals (those necessary to achieve each individual’s part of the joint action) 
or with respect to shared action goals (the combined outcome of their coordinated 
actions)? A result that points towards the first hypothesis would support the prem-
ises of individualistic social cognition (i.e. occurring in the I-mode), while a finding 
that aligns with the second hypothesis would essentially find a cognitive signature 
of collective intentionality (i.e. occurring in the we-mode). One way to investigate 
this question involves covertly introducing errors. Loehr et al. (2013) contrasted two 
kinds of error: those which were errors relative to the goal of an individual pianist’s 
actions (the pitch) but not relative to the collective goal of the two pianists’ actions 
(the harmony); and those which were errors relative to both. They found neural sig-
natures for both kinds of errors in expert pianists (i.e. pianists were sensitive not only 
to deviations of the self and other from the desired sound, as would be expected from 
an individualistic social cognition perspective, but that they also were sensitive to 
deviations from the joint product in the desired sound). This is evidence that duetting 
pianists do indeed maintain collective goals. As the authors conclude: “[the] findings 
indicate that people monitor not only their individual contributions to a joint action, 
but also their partner’s actions and the combined outcome of their coordinated action. 
[…] Successful joint action relies not only on monitoring one’s own actions but also 
the shared goal of coordinated actions” (Loehr et al., 2013).

Studies of joint action such as this one are the very few experiments that find the 
cognitive signature of the we-mode: they show that it would be inaccurate to study 
the cognition of the duetting pianist without factoring in collective intentions. But as 
we mentioned earlier, there are different scales of ‘we-mode’. What philosophers call 
the ‘background’ can be considered as temporally diluted form of we-mode cogni-
tion, where the sense of being in a group recedes from consciousness. If this is so, 
there is something equivalent to a shared harmony in most human thought and action 
in the form of shared goals, norms, values, etc. And just as it would be inaccurate 
to consider the duetting pianist’s cognitive process without taking into account their 
shared intention – the harmony – so it is inaccurate to study most cognitive process 
without factoring in the goals, values, norms, etc. that are shared with relevant per-
sons. A cognitive science that studies cognition as if unplugged from the collective 
intentionality it is situated in can only offer an impoverished, if not mystified, view of 
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the human organism, one that is especially problematic when it spills over into popu-
lar discourse, thereby feeding into individualistic ideologies (Smith, 2013; Adams et 
al., 2019).

The methodological consequences of taking collective intentionality seriously 
would likely result in a rebalancing of methodological approaches in cognitive science 
that arguably reflect its purported interdisciplinary identity. If the mind does extend 
to others in acts of collective intentionality, and this process informs even individual 
cognition, then it is likely that experimental approaches would be restricted to answer-
ing specific questions that arise from other, more ecologically valid, approaches. One 
ecologically valid approach to studying cognition that accords with taking collective 
intentionality seriously is Hutchins’ (1994) cognitive ethnography. Here, one makes 
accurate records of the cognitive aspects of specific instances of human behaviour, 
using wider ethnographic observation to inform such data collection. Hutchins has 
successfully used this approach to develop a rich analysis of cognition that is dis-
tributed across place, people, and time in various environments such as naval ships 
(Hutchins, 1994) and airplane cockpits (Hutchins, 1995). Such an approach has the 
potential to provide a more accurate functional specification of human cognition, and 
inform both experimental studies and human systems design.

The incorporation of the idea of collective intentionality into cognitive sciences 
should also speak directly to researchers of affect or emotion, who have always main-
tained that there is no such thing as affectless cognition (Colombetti, 2017). A signifi-
cant variety of human experiences – from abject misery to bliss – depends in some 
fundamental way on the structure of collective intentionality the person is immersed 
in. In Searle’s (1990) classic example, running towards the shelter as part of a the-
atrical performance is affectively different than running towards the shelter on one’s 
own, even if the outward behaviour is the same. In the first case there is a felt sense 
of ‘being together’ (Searle, 1983). The same point can be made by using a negative 
example. For instance, the work produced by a slave, or by most waged workers in 
capitalist systems, is only in a reduced sense perceived as a contribution to a collec-
tive goal, intention, or value because it is expropriated by the owner. It is precisely 
for this reason that the experience of performing this work is affectively different than 
the experience of performing the very same kind of work as part of a community in 
which that work is perceived as a contribution to a collective goal, intention or value. 
The concept of ‘alienation’ – employed by Kirchhoff and Kiverstein in their example 
of ‘cultural shock’ – was originally used to describe the first (way more common) 
kind of experience (Marx, 1964; see also Graeber 2001). Our argument here accords 
with recent work within the field of ‘situated affectivity’ and with recent calls for 
‘extended emotions’ (Slaby, 2014; Krueger & Szanto, 2016; León et al., 2019). As 
we did with Kirchhoff and Kiverstein, we suggest that arguments for extension gain 
more traction when placed within the framework of collective intentionality.

8  Conclusions

This paper has circumvented the dispute between internalism versus externalism that 
fuelled the extended mind debate. It has argued, though, that if one accepts that the 
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mind extends to epistemic artefacts in the pursuit of individual tasks, one must also 
accept that it extends to other humans in acts of collective intentionality. To put it 
succinctly: the socially extended mind equals cognition in the ‘we-mode’. Because 
collective intentionality holds primacy over epistemic tool use, we call for a reversal 
of the view that sees cognitive extension as something that takes place only in spe-
cial circumstances. It is not that parts of the world are occasionally and ephemerally 
involved in one’s cognitive system, but the other way around: it is the brain-bound 
severance from the social world that turns out to be occasional and ephemeral (and 
something that perhaps only specific cultural practices try to achieve). Typically, we 
think and act with other people ‘in mind’, as part of a social group, and this is why 
the extended mind is nothing special but is central.10 Drawing a link between the 
extended mind and collective intentionality also implies expanding the scope of the 
sciences of the mind. A cognitive science that takes collective intentionality to heart 
will take the ‘we-mode’ as one of its central research objects, and how people act in 
it one of its central research questions.
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