After Durkheim: concerning collective belief

the belief in question. Here practices shared by some societies are
not ruled out. Practices which are universal are. ‘

This is weaker than the First Counterfactual oouaE.oP so, if I
was right about that, it will not be a m&momoi oomw&aos for the
production of a certain belief by a given society.

It is not obvious that fulfilment of the Second Oo:nﬁ&mﬁcm_
condition is necessary if a belief general in a society 1s to be
produced by the society. It seems possible that a =E.<ommm_.€
general belief could be produced by some or all of the societies in
which it occurs. If all societies develop some set Om _..E@m about
sexual relations between members, and all forbid ::.ﬁoo.Emm
between biological parents and their children, then quite likely
most people in each society will personally believe that this form
of incest was a bad thing. It is by no means obvious that a given
individual’s belief cannot then be produced by the particular
society in which he happens to live.

Now it may be suggested that when Mauss and Fauconnet
spoke of beliefs people would not have had if they had been in
other human societies, they were referring to beliefs which did
not derive directly from what they call, .in the text .ana
discussion, ‘the organic and psychic nature of the individual’, mrmﬁ
is, of human beings in general. The authors refer to ._&m
phenomena of sensation, representation, reaction, or H.H_E.d:_oz
and write . . . they are the same, whatever group the individual
belongs to. If an isolated individual were oosooz.mc_? one Q.EE,
say that they would be what they are even outside any society
(my translation). Organico-psychic phenomena, ”%m:,, are con-
ceived of as completely unconnected with an individual’s location
in a particular society; they are the class of reflex actions,
instinctive tendencies, innate concepts, and a.ro like. H.Aoéu one
can presumably argue that if there are onwEoo-mmono beliefs,
every normal member of every human society will have them.
Hence, if a belief is not virtually universal, it will not .co organic.

However, the mere fact that a belief happens to be universal does
not logically entail its organicness. .Zomaér:o., to speak of
‘necessary universality’ is ::rn_vm.z_ é_.Eo.ﬁ specification of the
type of necessity involved. At this point it _o.nu_mm as if the core
notion here is, in any case, ‘not Oamms_.oo-vmwowwo rather than ‘not
universal’ or even ‘not necessarily universal’. o
Finally, then, consider the following .aomomsa.ma of the original

MF analysis: a belief which is general in a society S is produced

by S if it is not determined by innate biological or @mworo._omw.om_

tendencies. This surely will not do. This negative characterization
of the belief in terms of what it is not determined by .m:uv_%. does
not tell us what it is determined by. Thus, from a logical point of
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view, it leaves things too open. The hypothesized generality of
the belief does not close things up. The belief could be general
because a single person persuaded the individual members of S of
its truth. There seems also to be the logical possibility that the
beliefs are not ‘determined’, in any obvious sense, by society or
by anything else. ,

Perhaps it will be noted in defence of this condition that human
beings do not in fact mature properly outside a social context;
therefore a mature human being’s possession of all but innate
concepts and beliefs must be to some degree a causal conse-

quence of his or her social context. However, the stated

condition is being assessed as a purported explication of the
notion of causation by a society. The truth of the claim made in
the objection would not show that the very idea of a belief’s
being caused by society was replaceable by or equivalent to that
of its being non-organic.

In the light of the above objection it is worth stressing that the
question at issue here amounts to the following: when can it be
said that a given society caused some individual to have a given
particular belief? It is hard to see how one can argue for the
causality of a society. at this _w,i from general facts about the
dependence of the development of human faculties on a social
context. To give an example, it could be that everyone in a given
tribe believes that it is hot in the month of Mogg. It will
presumably be true that they possess the idea that there are
different months and so on as a result of their membership in the
tribe. Even so it seems perfectly possible that each one personally
holds the belief in question as a result of living through many hot
Moggs. This particular belief will be caused by the weather, then,
rather than by his society. In general, even if in practice many of
one’s concepts derive from one’s society in some way, the
concepts one holds can only be said to determine one’s beliefs in
a weak manner: they provide a boundary for possible beliefs, but
do not determine which beliefs are held within that boundary.

I have argued for the unsatisfactoriness of certain ways of
explicating the notion of a belief’s being caused by a society. No
reference to the incidence of the belief across actual societies
seems to work. Nor does a negative characterization in terms of
lack of organic origin. We are left where we started, with the
unanalysed idea of causation by a society or, more generally, by a
social group. This idea alone, however, gives no clue as to how
causation by a group is possible; it provides no sense of what
kinds of mechanism of production we can expect. Someone might
be forgiven for wondering, indeed, whether it was an idea which
could have any application. One might wonder in particular how

277

i
i
b
!




After Durkheim: concerning collective belief

it could have any application to the c.azmmm of the Ea_Sacmw
members of the group. This is an issue of great mmuaaﬂ
significance. The idea that a social group or social forces oma
affect the beliefs and behaviour of EQ_S.Q:M.% has rmoo”sm
obvious to many. It has also seemed to pose significant threa mﬂro
the idea of human freedom. One cannot .E.ovoaw assess Ho
implications of the idea of social causation without 388?5% %a
understand the possible mechanisms by which groups can atfe
their members.

6.3 A central model of production by a social group (Model M)

i tain social circle,
e that Jim becomes a member of a cer OCi:
wwmﬂﬂocéa that it is open* to all the .BaB_ua_.m of this o:.o_wv :EM
most of them disapprove of boasting. HEM E=w< ?.@mom www %o umwmw
i this open* general disapproval and hence no .
mﬂﬂm”am _Mocm_ua be mima@mvﬁoma. Thus it could be that most vomoﬂo
in the circle currently refrained from .U.omm:zm as a result of t m
open* widespread disapproval (in addition to their own persona
i oval). N
Qmmﬂcmwao voo_:oﬁm things could be more .ooBEax. In a :WE:
generational society disapproval of boasting could :m,%w mo%a
manifested to all when young, by vmaom:w . w:%__wowwrﬂomwmmz MwoB
u ;
an early age people may have come habitually & , fron
i sly inclined to boast.
boasting, perhaps never being consciou e ting sould
ss of the open* general disapproval o
Mwﬂmwwww some influence on behaviour. H_,_Em E%WWS MWM Mww
i i ssibility,
have ceased to think of boasting as a real po 2y
k of it this way, the thoug
know that were one suddenly to thin . ht
his knowledge wou
d have to be suppressed. And t
MM—MWE%_% serve as an extra if not currently necessary force
ing one from boasting. . .
Eﬂwﬂsﬁwnmo&mam with respect to the first kind of Q.SBEP _M
may mowB natural to say that the open* mgmﬂ&ﬁmw _ammwwﬂmwwwﬁ
L1 ! e at le
f boasting within a social o:o_o.v.noacg or was
womﬁwzm?_m for someone’s refraining ?oca Uomm\.an_ﬂm._.%yw ¢€M\_ WM
, intuitively, a case of production by a social group:
wwwmwmom_? is wHoacoao: by the open* mn:mam_ﬁaa a_mmwﬁwoﬁ&
within the group properly seen as Eonw:oﬁow by MMMMMQMW a he
is question leads us into the area of what mig
aawww%:e\ things. This is a woBos_Eﬁc delicate area. Let me
i t.
few rather rough observations about 1 .
Ewwwmwvoamnm that, in general, when we take it that some thing or
entity E has produced some state of affairs S, we feel we can
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infer that E was in some qualitative state such that E’s being in
that state produced S. The converse, however, does not seem to
hold.

Consider some examples. If I tell you that I hit the tennis ball
over the net, you will assume that I did this by virtue of my being
in a specific qualitative state, in this case, presumably, the state
of swinging my racquet against the ball. However, at least in the
case of a person, it seems that the causality of not just any state
of the person will be deemed obviously to entail the person’s own
causality. Thus suppose I am in the following state: I have my
back to the tennis court. Now suppose a ball bounces off my back
onto the court, without my having any idea of what is happening.
Someone might rather jokily say: ‘Thanks for stopping the ball,
Margaret!” Jokiness seems to be in place because it is not entirely
appropriate to say that I stopped the ball. It seems more clearly
right to say that my body or back stopped the ball than that I did.
In so far as there is an intuitive difference in the kinds of states at
issue in these examples, it apparently has something to do with
the presence or absence of intention, of whether or not I
intentionally produced the state of affairs in question. Exactly
why intention is deemed to be relevant is a further question.

In any case the above considerations suggest that it is
sometimes relevant to distinguish between a state of a thing in
general and a state or feature of a thing whose causal efficacy
counts as the causal efficacy of the thing itself.® Let us say that a
state of thing T is a T-causal state of T, if whenever T’s being in
that state has some effect this means, intuitively, that T itself has
that effect.

The discussion so far suggests the following model (model M)
of a society’s causing an individual to engage in a practice (where
practices include courses of action, beliefs, and attitudes):

Model M: a person A’s personally engaging in a practice Pr is
produced (at least in part) by his social group G if some G-

causal state of G provides one of the reasons for which A
engages in Pr.

The following questions arise in relation to Model M. What
kinds of phenomena will count as G-causal states of a social
group G? Are there kinds of production of action by a group
which do not correspond to this model, or does the model
exhaust the possibilities? What is it, supposedly, for a state of a
group to provide one of the reasons for which someone does
something? Given that reasons for action are involved, is this a
truly causal model?

What kinds of phenomena will count as G-causal states of a
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that, intuitively, this is not enough to give us a collectivity.
(Recall that I am not presupposing my own account of the
concept of a social group. I am trying to react to the example in
terms of how I would label it without assuming any articulated
version of the concept.)

As one might expect, things are no clearer if we posit that the
real or basic reason people have for espousing or continuing to
hold the belief in question is fear of personal pain were they not
to do so. Consider a smaller-scale example. Suppose that each of
Smith and Jones and Robinson believes his differing from the
others’ publicly expressed views will cause him pain, and for that
reason each continues to hold and express a certain view himself.
This does not seem to be enough, intuitively, to make the three
into a collectivity.

I conclude that Model M2 does not capture a phenomenon
which is really apt for the label of group belief. Nor is it at all
clear that it captures the best possible candidate. More generally,
the idea that our concept of a collective belief is the concept of a
set of individual beliefs among group members which were
somehow produced by the group looks doubtful. I shall now turn
to a radically different account of collective belief. This account
does not have a set of individual beliefs that p as the core of a
group’s belief that p.

7 ANONSUMMATIVE ACCOUNT OF COLLECTIVE BELIEF

7.1 A context for the ascription of group belief:
the poetry discussion group

ﬂonmm.aon the following fairly humdrum, commonplace kind of
situation. A group of people meet regularly at one member’s
house, to discuss poetry. The format of their meetings evolved
informally over time. A poem by a contemporary poet is read
out. Each participant feels free to make suggestions about how to
interpret and evaluate the poem. Others respond, as they see fit,
to suggestions that are made. An opposing view might be put
forward, or data adduced to support or refute a proffered
mcm.momaos. When discussion in this vein has gone on for a while a
point is usually reached where a preferred interpretation has
emerged. No one is voicing any objections to it. Someone asks if
anyone wants to say any more. No one speaks up. The poem is
then read ouwt once more, stressed and phrased according to the
preferred interpretation.

Suppose that the poem this time is ‘Church Going’ by Philip
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Larkin, and that, according to the preferred interpretation, the
last line of that poem is quite moving in its context. After the
poem has been read for the second time, the group moves on to
discuss another Larkin poem. The following dialogue then takes
place. First person: ‘The ending here is far more persuasive than
that bathetic last line in “Church Going”!” Second person: ‘But
we thought that line was quite moving!’

Consider the second person’s response. I take it that this would
be very natural in the context described, and would naturally be
accepted as true (or as possessing whatever truth-analogue was
appropriate). It implies, crucially, that at some previous point
remarks such as the following would have been acceptable:

‘We are agreed that the last line is moving’; ‘We think that,
etc.”; ‘In our opinion, etc.’; “‘We decided that, etc.’; ‘Our view
at this point is that, etc.’; ‘In the opinion of our discussion
group, etc.’; ‘The group thought that, etc.’

Presumably this point would have been reached at least by the
time the second reading of the poem was completed.

Now it is possible that the case up to this point is as yet
underdescribed, that some feature crucial for the truth of an
ascription of group belief has not been explicitly mentioned. With
this in mind, I shall take it that one way of arriving at an account
of what it is for a group to have a belief or opinion, intuitively, is
to try to isolate those features of the present context which seem
to substantiate the statement that the group has a certain belief.

I suggest that what is both logically necessary and logically
sufficient for the truth of the ascription of group belief here is,
roughly, that all or most members of the group have expressed
willingness to let a certain view ‘stand’ as the view of the group.
Obviously more discussion of the nature of this condition is in
order. However, let me quickly note some intended corollaries of
the proposed hypothesis.

First, according to this hypothesis, the truth of the statement
that the group has a certain belief would be perfectly compatible
with the fact that even by the end of the discussion of ‘Church
Going’ most members of the group, in their hearts, judged the
last line of the poem to be far from moving. Most of them might
personally be inclined to judge it jarring or bathetic. (Why, then,
would they not have spoken out? Perhaps they were unwilling to,
because a particularly sensitive person suggested that it was
moving, and obviously set much store by this opinion. Clearly
there are other possibilities. In any case, what is essential is that,
for whatever reason, they did decide to hold their peace.)
Second, the ascription of group belief could be true even though
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