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On the Nature of Belief

JAMES M. Donovan
Depariment of Anthrapology
Tulane University

Professor Goodcnough (“Evolution of the
Human Capacity for Beliefs,” 44 92:597-612,
1990) performs an invaiuabie service when he
attempts to specify the evolutionary prereq-
uisites for the emergence of capacity for belief
and, by implication, the potential for belief-re-
lated phenomena such as religion. Some of

these prerequisites are unique to humans, oth-
ers not;

These capabilities are: (1) categorization of
cxperience; (2) perception and categoriza-
tion of things in structural arrangements;
(3) abstraction of higher-order categories
from lower-order ones on the basis of com-
mon features, while overlooking a perceived
difference; (4) potential for analogizing,
largely undeveloped in the absence of Jan-
guage; (5) intuitive grasping or perceiving
of relationships that would, if expressed in
language, constitute propositions; and {6)
the ability to act on these perceptions in the
definition and pursuit of goals. ... An ad-
ditional prerequisite . . , isa system of man-
tpulable signs capable of representing cate-
gories of thing (including seif and other)
and categories of feeling, quality, act, and
relationship. [p. 599)

A large part of his development draws at-
tenition to the appearance of language. With-
out language, he reminds us, we cannot form
propositions. and propositions are the raw
material for belief systems. By linking a psv-
chological abstract such as “belief” o specific,
W as vet poorly understood historical events
such as the emergence of language, Good-
enough points the way toward, among other
benefits, more valid interpretations of possible
ritual/religious acts in archeological and eth-
ological data. If certain capabilities are con-
ceded to be necessary for belief, for example,
then the absence of any of them wiil preclude
reading artifact or behavior as religious, de-
spite sometimes seductive appearances to the
contrary.

There is. however, a problem. Goodenough
argues persuasively that the emergence of lan-
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guage results in an ability to form proposi.
tions. A proposition “about the relations
among things to which those who believe have
made some kind of commitment” is, in hijs
gloss. a “belief” {p. 597). This definition is im-
perfect at the outset, using as it does “belicve”
in the phrase intended to define “belief, ren-
dering it vulnerable to charges of circularity,
Yet the difficuity goes decper. While the two
components he includes ( propasitions and
emotional commitment) are inarguably part of
“belief,” [ am unconvinced that they are suf-
ficient to render completely the term as it is
meant by most speakers.

“Believing” is different from both “know-
ing” and “having faith,” although all of these
fall into Goodenough’s definition of belief.
Missing are variables of the estimated truth-
value of the proposition and whether holding
the proposition is tantamount to committing
oneself not merely emotionally, but behavior-
ally as welt.

I can refer, for lack of space, to only one es-
say on this problem of semantics. Abelson ar-
gues that to “know” is to assert a “categorical
claim. . to the truth of a proposition’”
{1961:120) with an incumbent commitment to
act accordingly. To “believe” and to “have
faith” both make only tentative truth claims,
but in the case of the former there is a positive
correlation between perceived probability of a
proposition being true and the strength of
commitment to act on it. Having faith entails
a strong commitment to act on the proposition
irrespective of its degree of plausibility; this is
why a proposition held by faith is notoriously
fmmune to counterevidence. As Abelson ex.
plains:

Like “know that" and “believe that,” *“faith
that” makes a claim to the truth of the prop-
osition which it introduces. But like “be-
lieve that” and uniike “know that,” it warns
the listener that the claim it is making is not
supported by conclusive evidence and is
therefore subject to future cancellation. Yet
unlike “‘believe that” and more like “know
that,” it makes a firm and definite commit-
ment to aetion relevant to the truth of the
proposition it asserts. If [ say, “1 have faith
that this parachute will open,” { am prom-
ising 1o rely on this parachute when neces-
sary. But if [ say, I believe that it will
open,” I may be urging someonce efse to try
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it out and be unwilling to try it myself. with-
out being guilty of insincenity. {1961:121}

We can see that in Abelson's claborations,
10 “*know,” s“helieve.” and “have faith” all can
be reduced to “propositions about the rela-
ions among things 10 which those who believe
have made some kind of commitment.” Most
differences arise only when one sceks to ex-
pand the phrase “some kind of commitment.”

That said, we can pow bricfy consider what
jmplications these distinctions have for Good-
cnough's evolutionary scheme. Much of the
problem could have been avoided by changing
a few phrases. The article, despite the title, is
about the evolution of capacity to frame prop
ositions. belief being brought in only because
the author defines belicfs as propositions of a
kind.! tis conceivable that he could make ex-
actly the samc argument for propositions
without using the word “belief” at all.

This resolution assumes that Goodenough’s
commitment 1o the word “belief” is in fact
fairly weak, and that after having been shown
that his argument does not require the word.
he would refrain from its use. But without evi-
dence to the contrary, we must assume that he
chose his words carefully, that he means what
he says, and conclude that he intends more’
than he achieves.

To go beyond discussing the evolution of ca-
pacity to hold propositions, it seems that the
first cognitive mode to cmerge is not believing,
but rather self-conscious knowing. Languagc
and reflexivity to enable the entertainment of

propositions permit “ynowing” (+ commit-

ment, +true). This is really as far as Good-
enough gets. Itis a further elaboration which
leads the person 10 realize that thinking some-
thing to be true¢ doces not necessarily mean that
it ir truc in fact; only at this jater stage can

“faith” {+commitment, — true) appear:

may not know ¥ to be true, but 1 both admit

that | do not know this, and behave as though

1 was certain that it were. Believing (— com-

mitment, — true) requires sqll further clabo-

ration after having faith, this ime altering the
default value of “knowing” on the dimengion
of commitment 10 act.

These modes are pot necessarly remporally
sequential in terms of evolutionary develop-
ment, but they art progrcssivcly more com-

lex and structurally inclusive. Any organism
capablie of having faith, in other words, can be
assumed 1o also be capable of knowing, but
not vice VErsa. Such a scheme allows proposi

Gons heid by the individual to be hierarchi-

cally ordered based upon their amount of di-

vergence from and increased complexity over

the base stalc of knowing.

A complete model ffor the evolution of the
human capacity for beliefs. then, must go fur-
ther than does Goodenough'’s present essay.

'hile he has accounted for the process by
which humans come 10 hold propositions. the
next step would be to describe how they estab-
lish strategies to evaluate the probable truth of
these proposiions (i.c..doa “reality check™).
Finally, the model would need to allow for the
variable behavioral strategies in responsc 0
differing propositional truth-values, the hall-
mark of “believing.”

Goodenough’s article. then, is not “wrong'
in any sense of the word. Excellent as far as it
goes, it s incomplete. stopping short of s
stated goal. But by setting us firmly on what is
undoubtedly a productive path toward that

end, he has accomplished no small feat.

Note

' Although 1 have maintained Good-
enough's claim of beliefs as being fundamen-
tally propositional. it should be noted that not
all workers would agree. In the same sympo-
sium wherein Abelson appears. another writer
asserts something quite different. Wyschogrod
(1961) denics that beliefs, being emotional as
opposed 10 logic;al/propositional. necessarily
entail any prediciable behavioral conse-
quences.
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Reply to James Donovan

W ARD H. GOODENOUGH
Department of Anthropology
Uiniversity of Pennsylvania

} am pleased that James Donovan feels that
may article has helped get consideration of the
evalution of the human capacity for beliefs
started in a useful way. despite. in his judg-
ment, my having falien short of my stated
goal. My goal was 10 examine different capac-
ities without which people cannol hold belicfs
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and 1o see what among them are peculiar to
humans and what seem aiready to have been
in place, if in a rudimentary way, among our
prehominid ancestors. My conclusion was
that everything was in place except language
and that it was the human capacity for lan-
guage, especially grammatically developed
language. that was the significant additional
cognitive capability.

Donovan does not take issue with this:
rather, he is unhappy with my definition of
“belief.”” What appears to him as a possible
circularity in my definition does not strike me
as such at all. A proposition cannot be a belief
without a believer. When a person believes a
proposition to be true or accepts it as such, the
proposition becomes a belief for that person.
To believe is to make a commitment to the
proposition as a basis for action. Even if a per-
son does something he believes to be wrong, -
the belief is a basis for his secking to make
amends afterward.

I recognized that commitment could be
made for pragmatic reasons, emotional rea-
sons, or some combination of both. 1 chose not
to go into a typology of these reasons and re-
ferred to an earlier work in which [ had dis-
cussed emotional reasons for commitment
(Goodenough 1963). Nor did I concern myself
with whether one “knows” a proposition to be
true by virtue of personal experience or only
“believes” it to be true for other reasons (¢.g.,
everyone says it is, those whose knowledge 1
respect say it is, etc.}. There are obviously dif-
fering degrees of commitment on both cogni-
tive and emotional grounds. I choose, myself,

. to see the difference between “knowing” and
“believing” as a matter of degree rather than
of kind {a choice about which people with dif-
ferent theories of knowing will argue). These
are in any event distinctions that are not rele-
vant to the task [ had set myself, however
much they have beset philosophers and theo-
logians. As an anthropologist { am not con
cerned with the human capacity to “know”
what is “true.” | take the position, widely held
among modern scientists, that the world out
there “‘as it really is” and the truth with a cap-
ital “T" are beyond the human capacity (o
know. We can only have propositions about
our world and both cognjtive and emotional
bases for committing ourselves in varving de-
grees to considering them true.

My concern, then, has been to ook at the
things, both cognitive and emotional, that
taken together constitute a belief as [ defined
it, and. in a very preliminary way, 1o examine
what evidence we presently have as to where
these things come into play phvlogenetically.
Since the human capacity for language is so

crucial in this, [ devoted much of my discus-
sion to the current debate about language in
human evolution. .

I recognize that consideration of the evolu-
tion of the human capacity for beliefs has ob-
vious implications for theories regarding the
emergence of the phenomenon of religion in
human evolution, especially if one defines re-
ligion in terms of beliefs, which I do not, tak-
ing, rather, a functjonal approach to s defi-
nition {Goodenough 1974, 1981, 1988}, In the
paper here under discussion, 1 have carefully
avoided any consideration of such implica-
tions. [ leave that tp others,
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Population Pressure,
Agricultura] Origins, and
Cultural Evolution:
Constrained Mobility or
Inhibited Expansion?

RoOBERT BATES GRABER
Division of Social §cience

Nertheast Missour] State University

Michael Rosc'pberg {1990) suggests highly
plausible motives for the transition from pop-
ulation pressure|to food production. Yet in the
course of contributing to population-pressure
theory, he inadvertently undercuts it by sub-
scribing to the ¢laim—erroneously attributed
to Bennet Bronson {1975}-~that “constraints
on [foragers’] r:novcmcm ... arc always nec-
essary to produce resource scarcity” {Rosen-
berg 1990:408, emphasis in original). { will ar-
gue tha, first, this claim is not true; second, it
is not.the point Bronson made; third, Bron-
son's actual point has profound implications
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