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REMARKS ON SPERBER’S APPARENTLY
IRRATIONAL BELIEFS

Tateki SUGENO

Problem

Apparently irrational beliefs prevails all over the world. For instance, according
to anthropological reports the Bororo of Central Brazil believe that they are macaws.
To give another example, it is well known that people living in African societies
believe witchcraft. ' ,

Our direct reaction to beliefs of this kind is negative. We don’t hesitate to
criticize those beliefs as irrational and absurd. There remains, however, an unsolved
problem. Why do those who have the same intellectual faculties as ours believe

such irrational things?

Intellectualistic Solution

Trying to answer this question, intellectualists such as Frazer and Lévy-Bruhl
impose a handicap on the mind so that it allows of irrational beliefs. According to
Frazer “primitive” people frame magical beliefs in accordance with wrong associa-
tions of ideas. Lévy-Bruhl argues that they construct irrational beliefs because they
have pre-logic mentality negating the law of contradiction.

From the intellectualistic point of view, the irrational appearance of beliefs results

from the fact that the “western” standards of rationality are applied to them.

Sperber’s Theory

Sperber shows that intellectualistic way of doing commits the fault of making
beliefs in question be factual. He divides beliefs in general into two groups: factual
beliefs and representational ones. A subject’s factual beliefs are all the independently
stored conceptual representations that the subject is capable of retrieving from his
memory and all the representations that he is capable of deriving from his stored
factual beliefs. A subject’s representational beliefs are defined as all the dependen-
tly stored conceptual representations in his memory. He makes another distinction
between all stored conceptual representations. A conceptual representation that
succeeds in identifying one and only one proposition is called propositional
representation. A conceptual representation that fails to identify one and only one
proposition is called semi-propositional representation.
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Now we are ready to answer the previous question. The apparently irrational
beliefs belong to the representational beliefs with the semi-propositional content. It
is prohibited that we use the western standards of rationality to beliefs of this kind
because these standards can be applied to nothing but factual beliefs with the
propositional content. If the appropriate standard i. e. the standard of authority of
the representational origin is applied to them, their appearance of irrationality will

instantly go out.

Its Merits

One of this theory’s merits is, needless to say, that the initial problem can be
solved in a definite manner by this theory.

Another merit may want some explanation. Intellectualists try to reduce the
irrationality of beliefs either by mending people’s intellectual faculties or by setting
the “social context” which is necessary for the application of rationality criteria.
Relativists argue that there is no cross-cultural standards of rationality. By this
they mean that each culture has its own standards and there is no “irrational”
beliefs in its absolute sense.

Neither intellectualists nor relativists can accuse, for instance, the massacre of the
Jews which was done by the Nazis because of their tolerance to irrationality or their
nihilism. Sperber’s framework, however, enables us to say that apparently irrational

beliefs are really irrational because of their semi-representational content.

Further Problems

Sperber’s theory itself involves not a few problems. First of all, we should improve
the epistemology of conceptual representations. How can we identify a conceptual
representation ? Does non-verbal representations i. e. so-called mental images exist?
Can beliefs be identified with knowledge ? In what manner are beliefs related with
human actions ? How can the intentionality of mental phenomena be evaluated in

Sperber’s framework ? These are among further problems.



