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Part Three
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ABSTRACT

Collective decisions are commonly described as expressions of what a com-
munity wants. That description can refer to shared interests, aggregated
preferences, a procedurally authorized act, or a representative’s claim to
speak for others. These relations are neither equivalent nor mutually entail-
ing. This essay examines how a decision can belong to a collective without
being the personal judgment of every member. Distinguishing institutional
attribution from psychological unanimity, it argues that collective author-
ship depends on identifiable relations of authorization, participation, scope,
and answerability rather than the discovery of a single mind beneath dis-
agreement. Rousseau’s distinction between the general will and the will of
all provides a historical point of departure; problems of representation and
preference aggregation clarify why neither counting nor identification alone
resolves the question. An illustrative committee demonstrates how individu-
ally coherent preferences can yield a cyclic majority relation. Further sec-
tions address constituency boundaries, changes in membership, representa-
tion of absent persons, and the difference between dissent and repudiation
of a common procedure. The proposed account treats collective will as an
organized practical relation whose legitimacy must be examined, not pre-
sumed from the language through which a decision is announced.

Keywords: collective will; representation; authorization; aggregation; constituency; disagreement;
collective authorship

Conceptual analysis and critical reconstruction. Cases introduced as illustrations are hypothetical, not
empirical findings.
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1. When an organization says “we”

An association approves a statement by a stipulated voting proce-
dure. Some members support its substance, some support it only as a
compromise, some abstain, and some oppose it. The chair announces
that the association has decided. That description may be accurate.
An announcement that every member believes the statement would
be inaccurate. The same event can warrant attribution of an institu-
tional act without warranting attribution of a shared belief.

Now suppose the chair announces the statement without holding the
required meeting. Most members happen to agree with it afterward.
Substantive agreement does not automatically establish that the
chair was authorized to speak when the statement was issued. Con-
versely, a properly authorized announcement can remain institu-
tionally attributable even when its content is unpopular. These vari-
ants separate correspondence with preferences from the authority to
act in a collective capacity.

The distinction becomes harder to maintain when collective lan-
guage acquires symbolic force. A representative may claim to em-
body a community rather than merely occupy an office within it. A
decision may be called the community’s will without specifying
whether this means unanimous conviction, prevailing preference,
common interest, or authorized settlement. The ambiguity matters
because different conclusions follow from each description. A dis-
senting member can oppose an authorized decision without thereby
ceasing to belong to the association that made it.

This essay examines the conditions under which the collective first
person can be used without erasing these differences. Its central
claim is conceptual: a collective decision does not require a collective
consciousness, but it does require relations that explain why an act
counts as the act of that collective. The account extends the
collection’s distinction between authority and the reasons that justify
its exercise (Silentii 2026b, Essay XII). The additional question is who
is included in the subject whose authority is invoked.
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2. Interests, preferences, decisions, and commitments

A shared interest concerns something that matters to multiple peo-
ple. They may share an interest in maintaining a building while dis-
agreeing about how it should be maintained. A preference orders al-
ternatives from an individual standpoint. A decision selects an action
through some procedure. A commitment concerns what a person or
organization has undertaken. None of these can simply substitute for
another. People can have a shared interest without recognizing it,
prefer an action without authorizing it, and remain committed to an
arrangement they no longer prefer.

Rousseau explicitly distinguishes the general will, directed toward
common interest, from the sum of particular wills, and does not
identify every actual deliberation with correct judgment (Rousseau
1920, Social Contract I1.3). His discussion therefore introduces a ques-
tion different from measuring approval: what makes the object of a
will common? The present essay does not adopt the further claim
that a particular procedure discovers a community’s true will. It uses
the distinction to clarify why approval and common interest must be
evaluated separately.

A common interest is not necessarily an interest in a homogeneous
outcome. Members may share an interest in a reliable procedure
precisely because they expect to want different things. A committee
can be united in its undertaking to settle a schedule without being
united about the schedule selected. The common element may con-
cern the terms of cooperation rather than the substantive content of
every resulting choice. In that case disagreement is part of the situa-
tion the commitment organizes, not proof that the commitment is ab-
sent.

Nor is a common interest automatically the aggregate of satisfac-
tions. A benefit to one person can be purchased through an imposed
loss to another. Whether the resulting arrangement counts as a com-
mon good depends on a further account of distribution, standing,
and justification. Describing the total as larger does not identify
whose interests have been recognized as claims or explain why a
particular loss may be required. Collective vocabulary must there-
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fore state the relation it asserts rather than treating grammatical plu-
rality as sufficient explanation.

3. What aggregation can and cannot establish

Consider three members choosing among three exhibition schedules,
A, B, and C. The first ranks A above B above C. The second ranks B
above C above A. The third ranks C above A above B. Each ranking is
internally consistent. Yet pairwise majority comparison favors A
over B, B over C, and C over A. A majority relation assembled from
the rankings is cyclic even though no member’s ranking is cyclic.

The example proves a limited mathematical possibility. It does not
measure how frequently such configurations occur, identify a pre-
ferred decision rule, or establish that collective choice is irrational. It
shows that coherent individual rankings do not guarantee a transi-
tive majority ranking. The committee can still choose, but the result-
ing choice requires a procedure whose operation is not merely the
retrieval of a preexisting, uniquely ordered collective preference.

Arrow’s analysis of social choice likewise makes explicit that proper-
ties sought in aggregation can conflict under specified formal condi-
tions (Arrow 1963). This essay does not use that result as a general
objection to any political system or as proof that every collective de-
cision is arbitrary. The relevant philosophical lesson is methodologi-
cal: the assumptions of an aggregation procedure must be stated be-
fore its output can be interpreted. A rule does something determinate
to inputs; the meaning of that operation is not supplied by the word
will.

Aggregation also presupposes a menu. If the committee considers
only three schedules, its decision says nothing directly about a fourth
option never presented. Participants may revise their preferences
when they learn more about consequences, and some may rank an
option differently when it forms part of a package. The specification
of alternatives, the separation or combination of issues, and the tim-
ing of a decision therefore enter the practical construction of the out-
come. Counting is an operation within a larger process, not a substi-
tute for describing it.
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4. Representation without psychological identity

Representation introduces a different problem. The representative
acts or speaks in relation to others who are not identical with the
representative. If there were complete identity, representation
would be unnecessary; if there were no relevant relation, the act
would be private. An account must explain both connection and dif-
ference. Pitkin’s investigation of representation makes this conceptu-
al complexity central rather than reducing representation to one
simple resemblance (Pitkin 1972).

Several relations can connect a representative to a constituency. Se-
lection may confer an office. Instructions may specify an action.
Shared characteristics may provide a kind of experiential connec-
tion. Responsiveness may require attending to others’ concerns. Ac-
countability may make later explanation and replacement possible.
These relations can support one another, but each answers a differ-
ent question. Resembling a constituency does not by itself establish
permission to speak for it; being selected does not guarantee under-
standing it; understanding an interest does not establish authority to
impose a decision about it.

The distinction between a delegate and an independent decision-
maker illustrates the difficulty without resolving it. A tightly instruct-
ed representative may preserve a constituency’s stated wishes but
lack permission to respond when circumstances change. An indepen-
dent representative may adapt intelligently but depart from the un-
dertaking under which the role was accepted. Neither description
settles how much discretion the office should contain. That depends
on the purpose of representation, the nature of the task, and the
available opportunities for communication and review.

The central requirement is therefore intelligibility of the relation.
When a person says that they speak for others, the claim must identi-
fy in what respect, through what authorization, and subject to what
limits. Representation of interests differs from authorization to bind;
testimony about experience differs from permission to state
another’s beliefs. A representative can sometimes perform several of
these functions, but their combination must be explained. No single
title makes every transfer of voice legitimate.
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5. Attribution is not universal endorsement

How can an act belong to a collective when some members reject it?
The answer need not be that their real wishes secretly coincide with
the outcome. Institutional attribution concerns the organization of
action. A procedure assigns certain acts to an entity, places commit-
ments on it, and identifies persons authorized to perform relevant
roles. Those relations can persist through individual disagreement.
The attribution is public and practical, not a claim to have discovered
an unexpressed psychological unanimity.

The distinction can be tested through a publication cooperative. Its
editors are authorized to select a manuscript under an agreed
process. A member thinks the selected manuscript unsuitable but
recognizes the editors’ competence to make the selection. The coop-
erative has acted, although the member’s judgment has not changed.
The member may also have duties connected to the collective under-
taking. None of this entails a duty to state that the manuscript was
the member’s preferred choice.

Institutional attribution does not, however, establish equal personal
responsibility for every act. A member who objected, lacked control,
and attempted correction differs from an officer who directed the de-
cision while concealing information. A common organizational iden-
tity can explain why an obligation belongs to the association without
making every member equally culpable. Collective action and indi-
vidual responsibility therefore require related but distinct analyses.
The next essay develops this distinction in cases where harm
emerges through many participants.

The account also leaves room for limits on attribution. A private act
by an officer may fall outside the role, even though the office made it
possible. A procedure may be violated, a purported instruction fabri-
cated, or a constituency falsely identified. Determining what counts
as the collective’s act consequently requires evidence about autho-
rization and institutional practice. It cannot be settled either by an
official announcement or by an observer’s intuition that the outcome
resembles what the group usually wants.
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6. The boundary problem: who constitutes the collective?

Every claim about collective will presupposes a population. Who be-
longs to the collective whose will is being measured or expressed?
The question cannot always be answered by consulting the decision
of the current members, because their authority to exclude may be
precisely what is disputed. A procedure can be internally consistent
while leaving unresolved the justification of its constituency.

The problem is visible in an ordinary association. Suppose longstand-
ing members determine access to a shared workshop, while newer
participants perform substantial maintenance and rely on continued
access. Do the newer participants belong among those authorized to
decide? One cannot answer simply that members decide, because the
dispute concerns who should count as a member. Nor does contribut-
ing to the workshop automatically settle every entitlement. Contribu-
tion, reliance, formal admission, and exposure to consequences iden-
tify different possible grounds of standing.

A further distinction concerns being affected and being authorized to
govern. An exhibition affects visitors, neighboring organizations,
suppliers, and members in different ways. These effects can create
claims to information, consultation, protection, or remedy without
necessarily creating identical authority over every organizational de-
cision. Conversely, restricting decision-making to current officehold-
ers may leave serious consequences unrepresented. The question is
not resolved by extending the same form of power to everyone indis-
criminately. It requires specifying which relation warrants which
kind of standing.

At larger scales, analogous boundary questions concern jurisdiction
and membership. This essay offers no rule that mechanically re-
solves them. Its narrower conclusion is that an appeal to collective
will cannot justify the collective’s boundaries without further argu-
ment. A decision procedure answers what follows within a constitut-
ed group. Whether the group was constituted on defensible terms re-
mains a distinct question, and one that the language of an already
unified people can conceal.
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7. Absence, succession, and interests without instructions

Representation becomes especially difficult when those affected can-
not issue current instructions. Future members, temporarily absent
participants, and people requiring assistance may have interests that
a present decision affects. Their absence does not make those inter-
ests nonexistent. Yet invoking them can allow a current speaker to
claim an authority that cannot be readily contradicted by the per-
sons represented.

The philosophical problem is not solved by pretending to recover the
exact preference an absent person would express. Sometimes evi-
dence supports such an inference: prior statements, stable commit-
ments, or an explicit instruction. In other cases the relevant task con-
cerns interests rather than preferences. A future member’s interest
in receiving usable records does not require knowledge of their
eventual tastes. Still, the generality of an interest does not identify a
unique decision about how it should be protected.

A representative must therefore distinguish interpretation from au-
thorization. Saying that an action is intended to protect another’s in-
terests is not the same as saying that the other requested it. The for-
mer can be assessed through reasons and foreseeable consequences;
the latter asserts a fact about permission. Confusing them produces a
false appearance of consent. The distinction is especially important
where the person represented cannot presently correct the account.

Collective succession raises a related issue. A later membership in-
herits undertakings without inheriting the exact beliefs of its prede-
cessors. Continuity can require preserving obligations, acknowledg-
ing decisions, or maintaining records, while allowing the purposes of
an institution to be contested. The continuing collective is neither a
completely new association at every moment nor one permanent
mind. Its identity is maintained through practices that connect differ-
ent people across time while specifying which commitments survive
their replacement.
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8. Dissent as a relation within authorship

Dissent can take different forms. A participant may reject an out-
come while accepting the procedure, reject the procedure while con-
tinuing to support the undertaking, or reject the undertaking itself.
These positions have different implications. Treating all disagree-
ment as repudiation makes common membership unnecessarily
fragile. Treating all disagreement as harmless variation, however,
obscures conflicts that reach the terms of cooperation.

Suppose the publication cooperative permits recorded minority
statements. Their presence makes disagreement visible without
changing the attribution of the authorized editorial decision. The
record does not dissolve the collective act. It clarifies what the act
means and prevents later claims of unanimity. A common undertak-
ing can therefore preserve a distinction between what it did and
what all its members believed. That distinction is a condition of accu-
rate institutional memory, not merely a concession to disappointed
participants.

The stronger objection is that continuing dissent can obstruct action
and undermine the commitments on which others rely. This is possi-
ble. A person who repeatedly accepts procedural benefits while re-
fusing all corresponding obligations raises a different issue from one
who records disagreement and continues to perform the undertak-
ing. The legitimacy of a restriction on obstruction, however, must be
distinguished from a demand for inward assent. Conduct necessary
for cooperation and belief about the value of that conduct are not
identical objects of authority.

A further objection holds that collective authorship is empty unless
each person possesses an effective veto. But authorship of a shared
undertaking need not mean control over every outcome. It may con-
cern a standing relationship to the process through which decisions
are made and revised. Whether that relationship is sufficient de-
pends on the stakes and the terms of participation. The absence of in-
dividual control is not by itself proof of either legitimate representa-
tion or its absence. The quality of the relation must be examined.
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9. Conclusion: a collective subject without an invented mind

A people or association need not possess one consciousness to act to-
gether. Its agency can be organized through procedures, offices, un-
dertakings, and relations of representation. Those arrangements
make collective decisions possible while leaving individual judgment
plural. What they do not establish is that every outcome expresses
every member’s preference, that a representative embodies the
whole community, or that an existing constituency has justified its
own boundaries.

The essay has separated common interests, personal preferences, ag-
gregated outputs, authorized decisions, and continuing commit-
ments. These distinctions prevent a result in one register from be-
coming an unwarranted conclusion in another. A numerical proce-
dure can identify an outcome without discovering a unique collective
psychology. A representative can be authorized without being identi-
cal with those represented. An organizational obligation can persist
without making all members equally responsible for its origin.

The collective first person is consequently a claim that requires spec-
ification. Who is included? What act is attributed? Which procedure
or relationship supports the attribution? What remains open to dis-
sent, correction, or withdrawal? These questions do not make collec-
tive will impossible. They make its use answerable. A common world
can contain acts that belong to its participants together without re-
quiring the invention of a single voice in which none of them is per-
mitted to disagree.
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