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AFTER DURKHEIM:
CONCERNING COLLECTIVE
BELIEF

1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 A puzzle about collective belief

The number of members, the duration, and the particular
membership of a social group are clearly important facts about it,
but there is nothing obviously problematic or intriguing about
these features. Populations which are not social groups, including
populations of randomly chosen individuals, also have a parti-
cular size and duration, and contain particular individuals as mem-
bers. Our ascription of such properties to social groups does not
in itself suggest that they are particularly impressive or unusual
entities. Other ascriptions are more intriguing. In this chapter I
focus on our tendency.to talk about the beliefs of groups.

The idea that social groups can have beliefs appears to be part
of our everyday conceptual scheme, yet at the same time it may
appear puzzling or even preposterous. A careful investigation of
the idea of a collective or group belief seems called for. In this
chapter I develop an account of a group’s beliefs. I shall not
presuppose at the outset the accuracy of the account of social
groups developed in the previous chapter. It turns out, mean-
while, that my arguments here strongly suggest such an account.
So they provide a degree of independent support for it.

That our everyday conceptual scheme does contain the idea
that groups have beliefs, opinions, and other such properties is
evidenced by familiar forms of language. We say things like: ‘In
the opinion of our board of directors, the adoption of such a
policy would be a disaster’; ‘Our group thinks that we should not
accept the offer’; ‘This nation knows that war is never without
cost to the victor’, and so on. (I shall call these group belief or
collective belief statements.) Meanwhile, the idea that a social
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group can have beliefs may seem ridiculous on the face of it.

The thought that groups cannot believe anything could be an
inference from the conjunction of two theses, both quite
plausible, if hard to formulate precisely. One thesis concerns the
concept of belief: in order for the English predicate
" . . believes’ to apply to something, that thing would have to
have a mind. I shall call this thesis psychologism about belief. On
behalf of this thesis it might be argued that a belief is, by
definition, an attitude to a proposition (a ‘propositional atti-
tude’), so that something with a belief must be capable of
somehow envisaging propositions and having attitudes towards
them (in this case, the attitude is something like: taking them to
be true). Meanwhile, it may be claimed, only a being with a
mind - whatever precisely that is — can either have attitudes or
entertain propositions, which involves grasping concepts. The
second thesis, which I shall call anti-psychologism about social
groups, claims that social groups do not have minds. The
plausibility of this thesis may not seem to need arguing though
what precisely it is to have a mind is a deep and difficult issue.
Clearly enough, if these two theses are correct, and use terms in
the same sense, then social groups cannot believe anything. The
concept of belief will not apply to social groups. All claims to the
effect that a certain group has a certain belief will be false.

Two quite plausible theses, then, generate a puzzie concerning
our group belief statements. What are we to make of them? Can
something be made of the notion that groups have beliefs, after
all? :

1.2 Possibilities of meaning and truth

Let us consider some possibilities regarding the meaning and
truth of everyday group belief statements. It is possible that these
statements are simple falsehoods: they embody or presuppose the
view that to have a belief you must have a mind of your own, and
they ascribe beliefs to entities which obviously do not have minds
of their own. It would be good not to have to write off our group
belief statements as simple falsehoods of this kind. If they were
like this, one would certainly want to know how such obvious
falsehoods could be enunciated and accepted over and over
again. A similar question would arise for the related but more
subtle possibility that group belief talk involves a sort of fiction or
pretence, that in talking this way we pretend or imagine that
mo&mfmaocvm have minds of their own, and ascribe beliefs to
them.
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We need to distinguish two types of question concerning our
talk about group belief. One concerns motivation. What
motivates this way of talking? What might a speaker have to gain
from it? Motives for mouthing the falsehood or adopting the
fiction that a group is or has a mind can easily be found. Political
leaders and rhetoricians in general could effectively intimidate or
encourage by getting people to think in terms of a powerful spirit
to whose views and attitudes they should defer. Try explicitly
giving such an interpretation to such statements as ‘The United
States intends to defend its own vital interests’; ‘Management is
completely opposed to a salary raise’. The potential influence of
belief in the specific views of a great spirit need hardly be
stressed.

There are important prior questions which are not concerned
with motivation. What situations do we have in mind when we
speak about group beliefs? Which phenomena would most
appropriately be characterized as involving a group’s belief? The
questions I shall focus on here are of this type. They are semantic
questions, broadly speaking. Until the semantics of collective
belief statements has been settled, questions of motivation are
premature: until we know what we are saying, we cannot
properly investigate the question of why we are moved to say it.
Indeed, once we know what we are saying, why we say it may be
obvious.

Our group belief statements need involve neither simple
falsehoods nor fictions of group mentality. It is possible that they
will cease to be problematic once their meaning is spelled out.

One common view of collective belief statements falls under
this rubric. According to this view, statements of the form
‘Group G believes that p’ are equivalent in meaning to
statements of the form ‘all or at least most members of G believe
that p’. On this sort of analysis the ascription of a belief to a
group is not to be understood as if it paralleled the ascription of a
belief to a human individual. It is tempting to say that the belief
that p is not really ascribed to a group at all on this sort of
analysis, but rather to certain individual people. The existence of
a group ‘belief that p’ is on this view a function simply of the
existence of a certain set of correlative individual beliefs, that is,
beliefs held by individual persons to the effect that p. There is not
even an ostensible challenge here either to psychologism about
belief, or to anti-psychologism about groups. This, of course,
may seem to be a clear advantage of such an analysis of everyday
talk. I shall discuss this analysis further shortly.

Another candidate analysis may usefully be noted here. In
practice group belief statements may be made when some special
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subgroup within the group in question believes the relevant
proposition. Thus a politician may say ‘The United States
believes it is time to sign a non-aggression pact with Sri Lanka’
when what he knows is that the United States government
believes this. (He may also know that most citizens of the United
States have never heard of Sri Lanka.) That this kind of thing
happens may suggest the following analysis: to say that group G
believes that p is to say that some special small group within
group G believes that p. There are a number of immediately
obvious problems with this view, however.

First, the case this analysis derives from is a somewhat special
and complex case. Second, in order to clarify it fully we need an
account of what makes the smaller group special in the
appropriate way. This is likely to be some type of collective belief
or other collective property. Third, the analysis makes use of the

-notion of the belief of a group, albeit of a small group within the

larger group concerned. It can be reapplied to itself, but this
leads to an infinite regress. Meanwhile, it is not at all plausible to
suggest that ‘in the final analysis’ the belief in question is always
being ascribed to a single person who is a member of the ‘core’
group, with some fact about his status, perhaps, alluded to
implicitly. For often when the kind of analysis suggested here is
most plausible, it is precisely a smaller group (government,
management, parents) as opposed to an individual (absolute
monarch) which is presumed to have the belief ostensibly
ascribed to the larger group in question (nation, firm, family). I
conclude that a hypothesis of implicit reference to the correlative
belief of special individual or subgroup is unacceptable as a
general account, for the reasons mentioned. (I shall consider the
cases which suggest such an account later.)

Finally there is the possibility that group belief statements are
metaphorical. The idea of metaphor is not an entirely easy one.
Let us suppose that one speaks metaphorically under roughly the
following conditions. One uses words in a certain sense to make a
statement which is false. One does this to signal that the situation
referred to is strongly analogous to one in which these words
would say something true. (Compare: ‘She flew into his arms.’)
Given the complexity of the situation, we may not want to say
that what is said is false without qualification. We might prefer to
say that though it is literally false, it is entirely appropriate as
metaphor, even true ‘metaphorically speaking’.

A term’s supposedly ‘metaphorical’ application in a certain
situation may seem altogether natural. If so, we should ask why
this is. Perhaps we are faced with two rather different
phenomena (the beliefs of individuals and the beliefs of groups,
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say) to both of which the term applies literally, after all. Thus a
careful consideration of the conditions under which group belief
statements are in place could lead us to revise our views on
belief. We could become less hospitable to psychologism, more
open to the idea that groups can have beliefs, literally speaking.
Alternatively, a more general concept than that of belief may
emerge, applicable to two phenomena that are importantly
similar, but can only be linked by metaphor, using the limited
concepts we have.

It should now be clear that group belief statements do not have
to be seen as plain, blatant falsehoods or wild fictions, and that
they merit an unprejudiced consideration in their own right. It is
not obvious that scientific discourse should eschew: them, as
might be thought at first blush. Meanwhile, an abstract note of
semantic possibilities cannot decide the issue.

What actual phenomena, then, are the collective belief
statements of everyday life intended to pick out? Which if any
among the phenomena of human social life would be most aptly
referred to by such locutions? What is a collective belief?

1.3 Two views of collective beliefs: summativism
and anti-correlativism

One important issue is the following: is a summative account of
collective beliefs the most plausible one? I take the term
‘summative’ from Anthony Quinton, who introduces it thus:

In some cases, which may be called summative, statements
‘about social objects are equivalent to statements otherwise the
same that refer explicitly, if at some level of generality, to
individual people. To say that the French middle class is thrifty
is to say that most French middle class people are. (1975, p. 9)

I shall use Quinton’s term in a broader sense. By a ‘summative’
account I mean one which holds that for a group G to believe
that p it is logically necessary that most members of G believe
that p. According to one simple type of summative view, which
Quinton apparently accepts in the paper from which I quote, in
order for a group G to believe that p it is both necessary and
sufficient logically that most members of G believe that p.
(Quinton himself puts the point linguistically.)

We do, of course, speak freely of the mental properties and
acts of a group in the way we do of individual people. Groups
are said to have beliefs, emotions, and attitudes and to take
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decisions and make promises. But these ways of speaking are
plainly metaphorical. To ascribe mental predicates to a group
is always an indirect way of ascribing such predicates to its
members. With such mental states as beliefs and attitudes, the
ascriptions are of what I have called a summative kind. To say
that the industrial working class is determined to resist anti-
trade union laws is to say that all or most industrial workers are
so minded. (ibid., p. 17)

What considerations might lead someone to hold the simple
summative view just described ? First, there are the two plausible
theses of psychologism about beliefs and anti-psychologism about
social groups. Given acceptance of these, one may feel that in
order to find the ‘on the ground’ phenomena that we are alluding to
when we are talk about the beliefs of groups, we must look to the
minds of the individual members of the group in question.
Second, many predicates that are applied to groups are not
applicable to individuals (an example from Quinton: ‘is hierarch-
ically organized’). Meanwhile, ‘believes’ does literally apply to
individual persons. It may thus be tempting to suppose that what
is apparently the ascription of a belief to a group, is really no
such thing, but is rather a way of implicitly ascribing a belief to
the individual members of the group.

A semantic form of individualism might also underlie this view.
One might hope or expect that statements about groups are
ultimately analysable into statements about the individuals who
are members of ‘collections’ or mere sets of individuals. Given
that some predicates of groups (for instance, ‘is hierarchically
arranged’) will need careful unpacking and reference to predi-
cates of individuals other than the original predicate, the
semantic individualist might assume that at least ‘believes’ and
other mental predicates like those ascribing attitudes and
feelings, can be dealt with quite simply, as in the simple
summative view.?

The possible influence of normative views may also be
mentioned. One’s view that a ‘group belief’ is a widely held belief
could reflect a sense that if there is a majority view on any
matter, then the belief of the group, whatever that is, should
reflect it.>

Though certain background assumptions or programmes may
facilitate its acceptance, one cannot say a priori that a summative
view of collective belief statements must be correct, Though
psychologism about belief and anti-psychologism about groups
are both plausible assumptions, it simply does not follow from
them, nor is it otherwise obvious that sentences like ‘Our group
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believes Jones is wrong for the job’ are standardly intended
according to the summative view, or must be, if it is to refer to
actual phenomena.

Nor is it even obvious that some form of correlativism must be
correct. A correlativist, as I shall use the term, holds that a

In the critical sections of this chapter I shall concentrate on the
problems with various forms of summativism because of its
prevalence and evident initia] plausibility. It is clear to me that a
form of summativism is often what comes to mind when the
nature of collective beliefs is mooted. I shall myself argue in
mm<o.=n of a non-correlativist account of group belief. I am in
particularly good company in this respect. One of the founders of
sociology, Emile Durkheim, inclined towards an account of
collective beliefs that is neither Summative nor correlativist. [
argue on behalf of this view of Durkheim in the next section
since others have seen different things in what he says. In
discussing Durkheim I shall not try to give an unassailable
account of the controversial text I shall focus on. I shall, rather,
draw out of this complicated and sometimes confusing material
certain broad and central ideas which can be seen as signposts to
a non-correlativist account of collective belief. That Durkheim’s
Sx.r interpreted in a certain way, coheres with conclusions
arrived at independently, provides a form of support for the
Interpretation. It also provides a form of indirect support to those

2 DURKHEIM ON SOCIAL FACTS: SOME SALIENT
FEATURES OF THE RULES DISCUSSION

2.1 Durkheim’s project

In a number of places, in particular in his famous treatise The
Rules of Sociological Method, Durkheim insisted on the existence
of a special range of phenomena which he labelled ‘faits sociaux’
or, according to the usual translation, ‘social facts’ *

Durkheim was concerned to demarcate the realm of sociology.
This, in his view, was to demarcate the realm of social science as
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