After Durkheim: concerning collective belief

questions also. The first will recall my discussion of Durkheim. It
seems reasonable to suppose, in advance of inquiry, that a
phenomenon very apt to be called the belief of a group would be
a phenomenon which essentially involved a collectivity. The fact
that the people involved formed a group would be crucial to the
existence of the phenomenon in question.! ,

This is a plausible idea if one takes a group to be a special kind
of thing, as Durkheim does. It would then seem reasonable to
suppose that any phenomenon aptly called the belief of a group
will involve something of the special kind in question. At least
against these background assumptions, which I take to be
plausible, it is worth asking: is this phenomenon essentially
collectivity-involving?

In what follows I shall assume the following account of a
phenomenon’s being ‘essentially collectivity-involving’. Suppose
we have an account of collective belief of one of these forms:
‘There’s a collective belief if and only if there are some people
who form a group G, and G has feature F’ or “There’s a collective
belief if and only if all members of group G have quality Q’.
Then we may say that a collective belief is essentially collectivity-
involving on this account if a population P could not have feature
F, or all members of P have quality Q, without it thereby being
true that P was a social group. The intuitive idea could be put
thus: giving a population which was not already a social group a
belief of its own makes it a social group. Or: the ‘population
analogue’ of a group’s belief is a group’s belief. So a
phenomenon which is essentially collectivity-involving in this
sense could be deemed a collectivity-creating phenomenon.

It would be quite demanding to insist that an acceptable
account of collective beliefs must entail that such beliefs are
essentially collectivity-involving in the sense defined. I do not set
up any such criterion in advance. None the less if a phenomenon
- does meet this strong ‘requirement’ it would for that reason be a
good candidate for the status of the belief of a group, other
things being equal.

Another question that I shall ask, relating to the aptness of
_talking of a group belief, is less precise and implies a less
stringent criterion. Is there any obvious point in talking about a
group’s beliefs, on the account in question? Is there, in
particular, a clear contrast between ‘the group believes that p’
and ‘the members believe that p’? If not, this certainly suggests
that the phenomenon in question is not essentially group-
involving. But collectivity-involvement is not the only possible
factor which could make for such a contrast, as we shall see.

Again, in so far as there is one, how strong is the contrast? The
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clearer the distinction between the phenomenon alleged to be a
belief of a group, and the phenomenon of the members believing
that p, the more apt it will be (all else being equal) to be picked
out as a distinct phenomenon worthy of the label.

I should stress that I take the second battery of tests as
important supplements to the first. The test sentences may be
susceptible of fairly weak interpretations, or seem to be
appropriate enough in a variety of situations. Once we find a
phenomenon which passes the other tests in a clearer manner
than the others, it should become clear that sentences such as
‘Our group endorses Mondale’ are especially appropriate to it.
Thus I hope and indeed expect that readers who are at first
inclined to accept an account of collective belief that I reject, will
come to agree with me in the light of the discussion as a whole.

4 THE SIMPLE SUMMATIVE ACCOUNT

I now turn to the simple summative account of collective belief.
This has been trenchantly espoused by Quinton, as an account of
what we mean when we talk about the beliefs of groups. On this
account, a group G believes that p if and only if most of its
members believe that p. Though more inclined to some more
complex summative view, Ernest Gellner also at one point
contemplates the simple account:!?

In as far as the proposition used as an example [‘The
committee decided to appoint Jones’ — M.G.] is only a
generalization of the form ‘All members of the committee . . .’
Gellner and Quinton are certainly representative of many.

Some motivations for holding a form of summative view were
noted earlier. The simple summative account is the most
straightforward, simple account of this type. Let me now consider
it in the light of the tests mentioned above.

Suppose an anthropologist were to write: '

The Zuni tribe believes that the north is the region of force and
destruction.

I think that no one who heard this would expect the writer to say
he intended to refer to the following situation (which I dub the
secrecy situation).

Each member of the tribe believes that the north is the region
of force and destruction, but at the same time is afraid to tell
anyone else that he believes this; he is afraid that the others
will mock him, having no reason to think that they believe it.
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Such an ‘explanation’ might well, I suggest, be taken as
throwing doubt on the original statement.

Now this suggests that when we ascribe a belief to a group we
are not simply saying that most members of the group have the
belief in question. That is, it is at least not logically sufficient for
a group belief that p that most group members believe that p.

Consider also the sentence ‘We believe that p’. Presumably, on
the basis of a belief that he alone of his tribe believes that p;a
Zuni will not deem ‘We believe that p’ appropriate. Moreover,
were he apprised of the fact that the secrecy situation obtained, 1
suggest that he would be unlikely to utter the Zuni equivalent of
‘Ah, so we believe that p. To think I had no idea!’. He might, of
course, say ‘So we all believe that p. I had no idea!” Or: ‘So all of
us believe that p’. But ‘we all’ and ‘all of us’ are distinct from ‘we’
and, in contrast to ‘we’, are explicitly summative.

It can be argued, then, that the simple summative account is in
some trouble when matched up against our natural understanding
of the test sentences.

Turning to the test phrases, my sense is that a set of actual, but
secret or unrevealed beliefs would not be enough to constitute
something we would naturally call the belief of a group. At the
least, it does not seem to constitute the belief of a group in any
but a very weak sense.

To consider two more specific tests. The phenomenon involved
when most people in a certain group believe that p is not in itself
essentially collectivity-involving. That is, the phenomenon of a
set of people most of whom believe that p, is one which can occur
when those people do not together form a collectivity. Take any
random collection of adult humans; presumably most of them
believe individually that fire burns. This does not make them into
a social group, intuitively speaking. Indeed, one might well judge
that there is nothing social about each of a set of people believing
the same thing. (Poignantly so: X and Y might have all their
carefully considered beliefs in common, yet never know it; were
they only to find this out, they might become firm friends.)

Again, given that the people most of whom believe that p do
form a group, it does not follow that their mostly believing that p
bears any important relation to that fact. It is true that faced with
any unusual view that is widespread throughout a given group, we
will tend to presume that the fact that this view is widespread is the
result of some further fact about the group. But this presumption
is an empirical hypothesis. I say more to this effect later. At this
point someone might want to suggest some type of causal account
of group belief, for instance, that a group belief is a widespread
belief caused by some property of the group in question. I discuss
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one possible account of this type later in this chapter. However,
the simple summative view involves no causal elements.

Turning to another test, the simple summative account hardly
provides a meaty contrast between the belief of the group on the
one hand and the correlative beliefs of the members. None the
less it might be argued that even according to the simple
summative view there is a point to talking about the belief of a
group. Sometimes we want to look at the members of a group
‘taken collectively’, to look at it ‘as a whole’ and consider which
beliefs are highly prevalent among the members. So, on the
summative view, the point of characterizing ‘what the Zuni
believe’ or saying that groups believe things, is whatever point
there is in picking out the fact that there are widespread general
beliefs in certain populations.

One reason for doing such a thing, it might be added, is that a
widespread and somewhat peculiar belief within a group may
indicate that the group has further special features. Even a secrot
but widespread belief might, if sufficiently idiosyncratic, lead to
important further investigations into the nature of the group; it
should surely pique the investigator’s curiosity. There is no need
for me to dispute such contentions. The question remains
whether some phenomenon other than a widespread belief as
such might have a better title to the label ‘belief of a group’. The
simple summative account purports to characterize the phenom-
enon most worthy of that label.

In closing this section, I note that the simple summative
account violates a principle with some intuitive appeal, which has
not yet been mentioned. It might be proposed that it will not be
the case that a group G believes that p, unless the members of G
know that G believes that p. (Call this principle the members’
knowledge principle.) As the secrecy situation makes plain, on
the simple summative view there can in principle be a clear case
of a collective belief whose existence is unknown to the members
of the relevant group.

Someone might counter that the proposed ‘intuitive principle’
is unacceptable, because an individual person, after all, may be
said to believe that p even though he does not know that he
believes that p. It may take fifteen years of psychoanalysis for a
person to recognize that he has certain ‘secret’ or repressed
beliefs.

It is true that we allow that someone may not easily realize that
he has certain beliefs. However, in the clearest cases in which we
say someone believes something the belief is not buried that
deep. Though the question of how we access our beliefs is hardly
easy, and the same goes for what a belief is, we should surely not
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I first consider how it measures up against the test moagoom._m
shall do so by reference to a small-scale _EmmEqu o.wmz%u e
involving a group therapy session; I shall call the type of si cw_w:
involved a personal confession situation. Five €omzawﬁwamm<a Wm\
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The same goes for what the Enﬂmvaﬁ.admﬁ say. pere s
something not quite right about ‘The women’s mzw:w oBomz )
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group thought that . . .” Of course, E_.E more is Wm_ N ou
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whatever else is true, the situation here does not quite
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intended as. part of the mxmBm_o. here — which oo.cﬁ et

someone’s sense of what descriptions are appropriate. o

instance, a more positive reaction might obtain W_ﬁw:no:

assumption of an explicit understanding among _ﬁ e mm imm

members that the aim of their expressing their voamosma <m_m¢< vas

to arrive at a a group view, which would be derived from

i ajority, if there was one. . o
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principle an extra ‘strain’ on each individual with respect to
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sincerely expressing her personal view. Each person now realizes
that what she says may affect what view is taken to be the group’s
view. This could, in principle, move her to express a view other
than her own. In other words, when the conditions become closer
to those under which ‘it’s our view’ is an appropriate reaction to a
set of public expressions of view, it will be less certain that the
views expressed are genuine personal views on the issue. In the
group therapy case it is hard to imagine why each woman would
not, in practice, go ahead and just express her real personal view
in spite of knowing its potential influence on what will be
accepted as the group view. But there are related cases in which
it is not at all hard. This issue merits a brief excursus from the
group therapy case.

Consider the case of parliamentary elections, as they proceed,
for example, in Great Britain. Exactly how to characterize what
goes on when such elections take place is a matter not just of
theory but of delicate empirical findings. However, it is clear that
this case is far from one where each individual vote can be
presumed to be a straightforward expression of personal
preference for a particular candidate, Almost everyone under-
stands that the country is to be governed by whichever party gets
the majority of seats in parliament, and that this majority is
arrived at by summing the individual votes cast with respect to
particular seats, so that the party with the majority of the votes
wins that seat. There is therefore a very important end result to
the voting process which everyone is aware of. In practice this
clearly influences many votes. Often, three candidates are up for
election. Therefore, someone who would prefer above all to elect
candidate A, may in fact vote for candidate B, since A is unlikely
to win anyway, and the real issue is whether B or C will be
elected. Again, knowing that his preferred candidate will come
second, someone might capriciously vote for one of the other
candidates, feeling that it really does not matter how he votes.
That such things can happen shows that we must view with
scepticism the claim that two hundred thousand votes cast for X
in an election of this sort means that two hundred thousand
people personally preferred to see X in parliament. What it may
rather mean is just that two hundred thousand people chose to
vote for X, in the knowledge that votes were to be summed and
whoever of X, Y, and Z received the most votes would be
returned to parliament.2°

I am not saying that the result of a British election is not
properly described as a ‘mandate from the nation’ or ‘the choice
of the British people’. Nor am I saying that one is not supposed
to vote for the party one would prefer to see in power. This may
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