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that even where purely causal factors would be sufficient for an explanation one should 
include the reasons for an action in any explanation of it, he insists that this does not 
mean that one should try to ascribe beliefs and values that make a person's action as 
rational as possible. Humans are not always rational, according to F0llesdal, yet they 
have a "second-order disposition" toward rationality; that is, they are inclined to 
"mend" their ways when their own lack of rationality is pointed out to them in terms 
they can understand. 

Addressing the question of how rational-choice explanations explain, Jon Elster, in 
"The Nature and Scope of Rational-Choice Explanation" (chapter 20), initially con­
siders the basic elements of intentional explanations. He argues that in such explana­
tions, one must make three assumptions: first, that given an actor's beliefs, some 
behavior i~ the best way to achieve his or her desires; second, that the actor's desires 
and beliefs cause the behavior; and third, that the causal desires and beliefs are the 
reasons for the action. Since rational-choice explanations put restrictions on beliefs that 
play a role in such explanations-for example, the beliefs must be consistent and be 
caused by the available evidence-they go beyond intentional explanations. But are 
rational-choice explanations always possible? No, according to Elster. He maintains 
that there is often n~ uniquely rational way to accomplish the agent's goal. In some 
cases, there are multiple optimal behaviors and in others no optimal behavior at all. 
Given the indeterminacy of rational-choice explanations, he argues that they must be 
supplen1ented with causal accounts. Moreover, rational-choice explanations may fail 
because people engage in wishful thinking, succumb to weakness of the will, and have 
inconsistent beliefs and desires; in other words, because they are irrational. 

In "The Principle of Charity and the Problem of Irrationality (Translation and the 
Problem of Rationality)" (chapter 21), David Henderson argues that common formula­
tions of the principle of charity-the maxim that any translation is mistaken if it entails 
that the speaker is uttering a contradiction or committing a logical error-prevents 
one from making attributions of irrationality to the speaker. He resolves this problem 
by distinguishing two compleme11tary views of the principle of charity. He proposes, 
on the one hand, that it be considered as a preparatory stance in which a first­
approximation translation manual is constructed. In later stages of manual construction, 
when the translation is refined and developed, the principle of charity is not con­
straining, and the translator can, given relevant evidence, attribute irrational beliefs to 
the speaker. On the other hand, Henderson considers the "weighted" principle of 
charity, a maxim that would lead a translator in constructing a first-approximation 
translation manual to construe the speaker "as commonly correct in cases where cor­
rect judgment and reasoning is likeliest on empirical grounds." He argues that this 
principle is reducible to a special case of "the principle of explicability," a maxim 
directing translators to attribute explicable beliefs and practices to speakers, not neces­
sarily rational beliefs and practices. 
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Chapter 18 

Some Problems about Rationality 

Steven Lukes 

In what follows I shall discuss a philosophical problem arising out of the practice of 
anthropologists and sociologists which may be stated, in a general and unanalyzed 
form, as follows: when I come across a set of beliefs which appear prima facie irrational, 
what should be my attitude toward them? Should I adopt a critical attitude, taking it as 
a fact about the beliefs that they are irrational, and seek to explain how they can1e to 
be held, how they manage to survive unprofaned by rational criticism, v1hat their 
consequences are, etc? Or should I treat such beliefs charitably: should I begin from the 
assumption that what appears to me to be irrational may be interpreted as rational 
when fully understood in its context? More briefly, the problem comes down to 
whether there are alternative standards of rationality. 

There are, of course, a number of different issues latent in the problem as I have 
stated it. Iri particular, it will be necessary to distinguish between the different ways in 
which beliefs may be said to be irral·ional. There are, for example, important differ­
ences and asymmetries between falsehood, inconsistency, and nonsense. Also there are 
different sorts of belief; indeed there are difficult problems about what is to count as a 
belief. Let us, however, leave the analysis of the problem until a later stage in the 
argument. 

First, I shall set out a number of different answers to it that have been offered by 
anthropologists and philosophers with respect to primitive magical and religious be­
liefs. In doing so I 1nake no claim to comprehensiveness. These and related issues have 
been widely debated throughout the history of anthropology; all I aim to do here is to 
compare a number of characteristic positions. It is, however, worth stressing at this 
point that I do not pose the problem as a problem in anthropology but rather as a 
philosophical problem 1 raised in a particularly acute form by the practice of anthropol­
ogy. It is raised, though in a less clearcut form, by all sociological and historical inquiry 
that is concerned with beliefs. 

Second, I shall try to separate out a number of distinct criteria of rationality which 
almost all discussions of these issues have confused. Finally, I shall make some attempt 
at sh,owing which of these criteria are context dependent and which are universal, and 
why. 

• 

I 

Let us compare for plausibility five different answers to the problem. 
I. First, there is the view that the seeming irrationality of the beliefs involved 

in primitive religion and magic constitutes no problem, for those beliefs are to be 
interpreted as symbolic. Take, for instance, the following passages from Dr. Leach: 
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... A very large part of the anthropological literature on religion concerns itself 
almost wholly with a discussion of the content of belief and of the rationality or 
otherwise of that content. Most such arguments seem to me to be scholastic 
nonsense. As I see it, myth regarded as a statement in words "says" the same 
thing as ritual regarded as a statement in action. To ask questions about the 
content of belief which are not contained in the content of ritual is nonsense. 
... In parts of this book I shall make frequent reference to Kachin mythology but 
I shall make no attempts to find any logical coherence in the myths to which I 
refer. Myths for me are simply one way of describing certain types of human 
behavior. 2 

And again, 
. 

. . . The various nats of Kachin religious ideology are, in the last analysis, nothing 
more than ways of describ'ing the formal relationships that exist between real 
persons and real groups in ordinary hum.an Kachin society. 

The gods denote the good relationships which carry honor and respect, the 
spooks and the witches denote the bad relationships of jealousy, malice and 
suspicion. Witchcraft becomes manifest v;hen the moral constraints of the ideally 
correct social order lose their force. 3 

Professor Firth argues, in a similar fashion, that judgment about the rationality of 
beliefs is irrelevant to the purposes of the anthropologist. It is, he writes, "not impor­
tant for an anthropological study whether witches exist or not ... we are dealing here 
only with human relations .... "4 Religious experience 

is essentially a product of human problems, dispositions and relationships .... In 
its own rather different way it is to some extent an alternative to art, symbolizing 
and attributing value to human existence and human endeavor. ... At the level 
of human dilemma, creative activity and symbolic imagery, indeed, religious 
concepts and values can be taken as real; they are true in their context. With the 
claim that their basic postulates have an autonomous, absolute validity I do not 
agree. But to us anthropologists the important thing is their affirmation of their 
autonomy, their validity, their truth- not the metaphysical question whether 
they are correct in saying so. Basically, in an anthropological study of religion, 
as in studies of art, we are concerned with the relevance of such affirmations 
rather than with their ultimate validity. 5 

The most systematic recent statement of this position is by Dr. Beattie.6 According 
to Beattie, beliefs associated with ritual are essentially expressive and symbolic. Thus, 
"[f]or the magician, as for the artist, the basic question is not whether his ritual is true 
in the sense of corresponding exactly with some empirically ascertainable reality, but 
rather whether it says, in apt symbolic language, what it is sought, and held important, 
to say."7 More generally, 

Although not all of what we used to call "primitive" thought is mystical and 
symbolic, some is, just as some-though less-of "western" thought is. If it is 
"explanatory," it is so in a very different way from science. Thus it requires its 
own distinct kind of analysis. No sensible person subjects a sonnet or a sonata to 
the same kind of examination and testing as he does a scientific hypothesis, even 
though each contains its own kind of "truth." Likewise, the sensible student of 

• 
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myth, magic and religion will, I think, be ~ell advised to recognize that their 
tenets are not scientific propositiC>ns, based on experience and on a belief in the 
uniformity of nature, and that they cannot be adequately understood as if they 
were. Rather, as symbolic statements, they are to be understood by a delicate 
investigation of the levels and varieties of meaning which they have for their 
practitioners, by eliciting, through comparative and contextual study, the princi­
ples of association in terms of which they are articulated, and by investigating 
the kinds of symbolic classifications which they imply. 8 

Thus the first answer to our problem amounts to the refusal to answer it, on the 
grounds that it is nonsensical (Leach), or irrelevant (Firth), or misdirected (Beattie). 9 

2. The second answer to the problem comes down to the claim that there are certain 
criteria which we can apply both to modem and to primitive beliefs which show the 
latter to be quit~ incomprehensible. (I leave until later the question of whether this 
claim is itself intelligible.) 

As an example, take the following passage from Elsdon Best: 

The mentality of the Maori is of an intensely mystical nature .... We hear of 
many singular theories about Maori beliefs and Maori thought, but the truth is 
that we do not understand either, and, what is more, we never shall. We shall 
never know the inwardness of the native mind. For that would mean tracing our 
steps, for many centuries, back into the dim past, far back to the time when we 
also possessed the mind of primitive man. And the gates have long closed on 
that hidden road.10 

A similar view was expressed by the Seligmans about the tribes of the Pagan Sudan: 

On this subject [of magic] the black man and the white regard each other with 
amazement: each considers the behavior of the other incomprehensible, totally 
unrelated to everyday experience, and entirely disregarding the known laws of 
cause and effect. 11 

3. The third answer amounts to the hypothesis that primitive magical and religious 
beliefs are attempted explanations of phenomena. This involves the claim that they 
satisfy certain given criteria of rationality by virtue of certain rational precedures of 
thought and observation being followed; on the other hand they are (more or less) 
mistaken and to be judged as (more or less) unsuccessful explanations against the 
canons of science (and modem common sense). 

The classical exponents of this position were Tylor and Frazer, especially in their 
celebrated "intellectualist" theory of magic. Professor Evans-Pritchard has succinctly 
summarized their standpoint as follows: 

• 
They considered that primitive man had reached his conclusions about the 
efficacy of magic from rational observation and deduction in much the same 
way as men of science reach their conclusions about natural laws. Underlying all 
magical ritual is a rational process of thought. The ritual of magic follows from 
its ideology. It is true that the deductions of a magician are false-had they been 
true they would have been scientific and not magical-but they are nevertheless 
based on genuine observation. For classification of phenomena by the similarities 
which exist between them is the procedure of science as well as of magic and is 
the first essential process of human knowledge. Where the magician goes wrong 
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is in inferring that because things are alike in one or more respects they have a 
mystical link between them whereas in fact the link is not a real link but an ideal 
connection in the mind of the magician . . .. A ·causal relationship exists in his 
mind but not in nature. It is a subjective and not an objective connection. Hence 
the savage mistakes an ideal analogy for a real connection. 12 

Their theory of religion was likewise both rationalistic and derogatory: Frazer in 
particular held religion to be less rational (though more complex) than the occult 
science of magic because it postulated a world of capricious personal beings rather than 
a uniform law-governed nature. 13 

There has recently been elaborated a highly sophisticated version of this position on 
the part of a number of writers, who have stressed the explanatory purport of primitive 
magical and religious beliefs. In a brilliant paper, 14 Dr. Robin Horton treats traditional 
African religious systems as theoretical models akin to those of the sciences, arguing 
that many of the supposed differences between these two modes of thought result, 
more than anything else, from differences of idiom used in their respective theoretical 
models. His aim is to break down the contrast between traditional religious thought as 
"nonempirical" and scientific thought as "empirical." 

Horton's case is not that traditional magico-religious thought is a variety of scien­
tific thought but that both aim at and partially succeed in grasping causal connections. 
He also, of course, maintains that "scientific method is undoubtedly the surest and 
most efficient tool for arriving at beliefs that are successful in this respect" 15 and 
examines the different ways in which traditional and scientific thought relate to experi­
ence: his case is that these can ultimately be traced to the differences between "closed" 
traditional cultures "characterized by lack of awareness of alternatives, sacredness of 
beliefs, and anxiety about threats to them" and "open" scientifically orientated cul­
tures "characterized by awareness of alternatives, diminished sacredness of beliefs, and 
diminished anxiety about threats to them." 16 

Thus the third answer to our problem involves the application of given rational 
criteria to prima facie irrational beliefs which shows them to be largely rational in 
method, purpose, and forrn, though unscientific and more or less (for Tylor and Frazer, 
entirely; for Horton, less than we thought) irrational in content. Durkheim put this 
case, with customary clarity, as follows: 

[l]t is through [primitive religion] that a first explanation of the world has been 
made possible .... When I learn that A regularly precedes B, my !<z1owledge is 
enriched by a new item, but my understanding is not at all satisfied with a state­
ment which does not appear rationally justified. I commence to understand only 
when it is possible for me to conceive B in a perspective that makes it appear to 
me as somethi11g that is not foreign to A, as united to A by some intelligible 
relationship. The great service that the religions have rendered to thought is that 
they have constructed a first representation of what these intelligible relation­
ships between things might be. In the circumstances under which it was attempted, 
the enterprise could obviously attain only precarious results. But then, does it 
ever attain any that are definitive, and is it not necessary ceaselessly to reconsider 
them? And also, it is less important to succeed than to try .... The explanations 
of contemporary science are surer of being objective because they are more 
methodical and because they rest on more rigorously controlled observations, 
but they do not differ in nature from those which satisfy primitive thought. 1 7 
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4. The fourth position we are to consider is that of Lucien Levy-Bruhl (until the time 
of writing Les Carnets). This is, as well' shall see, crucially ambiguous on the point of 
concern to us. 18 

Levy-Bruhl's central theme was to emphasize the differences between the content of 
two types of beliefs (seen as Durkheimian representations collectives): 19 those characteris­
tic of primitive societies and those characteristic of "scientific" thinking. He tried to 
bring out those aspects in which these two types of belief differed: as he wrote, "I 
intended to bring fully to light the mystical aspect of primitive mentality in contrast 
with the rational aspect of the mentality of our societies."20 Thus primitive beliefs 
were characteristically mystical, in the sense of being committed to "forces, influences, 
powers imperceptible to the senses, and never the less real." 21 Indeed, 

the reality in which primitives move is itself mystical. There is not a being, not 
an object, not a natural phenomenon that appears in their collective representa­
tions in the way that it appears to us. Almost all that we see therein escapes 
them, or is a matter of indifference to them. On the other hand, they see many 
things of which we are unaware. 2 2 

Furthermore, their thought is (in his confusing but revealing term) "prelogical":23 

that is, 

[it] is not constrained above all else, as ours is, to avoid contradictions. The same 
logical .exigencies are not in its case always present. What to our eyes is impossi­
ble or absurd, it sometimes will admit without seeing any difficulty. 24 

Levy-Bruh! endorsed Evans-Pritchard's account of his viewpoint as seeking "to 
understand the characteristics of mystical thought and to define these qualities and to 
compare them with the qualities of scientific thought": 25 "thus it is not in accord with 
reality and may also be mystical where it assumes the existence of suprasensible 
forces" 26 and is not "logical" in the sense in which a modem logician would use the 
term, 2 7 so that "primitive beliefs when tested by the rules of thought laid down by 
logicians are found to contravene those rules."28 "Objects, beings, phenomena" could 
be "in a manner incomprehensible to us, at once both themselves and something other 
than themselves." 29 Thus according to given criteria derived from "scientific" thought, 
"mystical" and "prelogical" thought was to be judged unsuccessful. Yet Levy-Bruh! 
also wants to say that there are criteria which it satisfies. Hence, he wants to say that 
there is a sense in which the suprasensible forces are "real." Thus, as we have seen, he 
writes of mystical forces as being "never the less real."30 (On the other hand, he 

.. came to see that the primitive is not uniquely preoccupied with the mystical powers 
of beings and objects31 and has a basic, practical notion of reality too). Again, he 
explicitly endorses Evans-Pritchard' s interpretation that "primitive thought is emi­
nently coherent, perhaps over-coherent ... : Beliefs are co-ordinated with other beliefs 
and behavior into an organized system."32 Yet he is crucially ambiguous about the 
nature of this coherence. On the one hand he writes that it is "logical": "[t]he fact that 
the 'pafferns of thought' are different does not, once the premises have been given, 
prevent the 'primitive' from reasoning like us and, in this sense, his thought is neither 
more nor less 'logical' than ours." 3 3 Yet on the other hand, he appears to accept the 
propositions that mystical thought is "intellectually consistent even if it is not logically 
consistent"34 and that it is "organized into a coherent system with a logic of its 
own."35 
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Thus Levy-Bruhl's position is an uneasy compromise, maintaining that primitive 
"mystical" and "prelogical" beliefs are on our standards irrational, but that on other 
(unspecified) standards they are about "real" phenomena and "logical.'' 36 

5. The fifth answer to our problem asserts that there s a strong case for assuming 
that, in principle, seemingly irrational belief systems in primitive societies are to be 
interpreted as rational. It has been most clearly stated by Professor Peter Winch,37 and 
it has been claimed ::hat Evans-Pritchard's book Nuer Religion supports it. 38 According 
to Winch's view, when an observer is faced with seemingly irrational beliefs in a 
primitive society, he should seek contextually given criteria according to which they 
may appear rational. 

Winch objects to Evans-Pritchard's approach in Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among 
the Azande on the grounds that the criteria of rationality which he applies there are 
alien to the context. According to Evans-Pritchard, 

It is an ·inevitable conclusion from Zande descriptions of witchcraft that it is not 
an objective reality. The physiological condition which is said to be the seat of 
witchcraft, and which I believe to be nothing more than food passing through the 
small intestine, is an objective condition, but the qualities they attribute to it and 
the rest of their beliefs about it are mystical. Witches, as Azande conceive them, 
cannot exist. 39 

Winch objects to this position on the ground that it relies upon a notion of "objective 
reality" provided by science: for Evans-Pritchard "the scientific conception agrees with 
what reality actually is like, whereas the magical conception does not,"40 but, Winch 
maintains, it is a mistake to appeal to any such independent or objective reality. 
What counts as real depends on the context and the language used (thus "it is within 
the religious use of language that the conception of God's reality has its place");41 

moreover, "[w]hat is real and what is unreal shows itself in the sense that language 
has ... we could not in fact distinguish the real from the unreal without understanding 
the way this distinction operates in the language."42 Thus European skepticism is 
misplaced and (we must suppose) Zande witchcraft is real. . 

Again, Winch objects to Evans-Pritchard's account of contradictions in the Zande 
belief system. The Zande believe that a suspect may be proved a witch by postmortem 
examination of hi s intestines for witchcraft substance; they also believe that this is 
inherited through the male line. Evans-Pritchard writes: 

To our minds it appears evident that if a man is proven a witch t.he whole of his 
clan are ipso facto witches, since the Zande clan is a group of persons related 
biologically to one another through the male line. Azande see the sense of this 
argument but they do not accept its conclusions, and it would involve the whole 
notion of witchcraft in contradiction were they to do so .... Azande do not 
perceive the contradiction as we perceive it because they have no theoretical 
interest in tbe subject, and those situations in which they express their belief in 
witchcraft do not force the problem upon them.43 

Winch's comment on this passage is that 

the context from which the suggestion about the contradiction is made, the 
context of our scientific culture, is not on the same level as the context in 
which the beliefs about witchcraft operate. Zande notions of witchcraft do not 
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constitute a theoretical system in terms of yvhich Azande try tu gain a quasi­
scientific understanding of the world. This in its turn suggests that it is the 
European, obsessed with pressing Zande though t where it would not naturally 
go- to a contradiction-who is guilty of misunderstanding, not the Zande. The 
European is in fact committing a category-mistake.44 

Thus Winch's complaint against Evans-Pritchard's treatment of the Azande is "that 
he did not take seriously enough the idea that the concepts used by primitive peoples 
can only be interpreted in the context of the way of life of these people":45 thus we 
cannot legislate about what is real for them or what counts as a contradiction in their 
beliefs.46 Moreover, Winch goes on to argue, rationality itself is context or culture 
dependent. "We start," he writes, "from the position that standards of rationality in 
different societies do not always coincide; from the possibility, therefore, that the 
standards of rationality current in S are different from our own . . .. What we are 
concerned with are differences in criteria of rationality."4 7 He objects to the view, 
expressed by Professor Macintyre, that "the beginning of an explanation c~ why 
certain criteria are taken to be rational in some societies is that they are rational. And 
since this last has to enter into our explanation we cannot explain social behavior 
independently of our own norms ·of rationality."48 Winch's case against this is that 
rationality in the end comes down to "conformity to norms"; how this notion is to be 
applied to a given society "will depend on our reading of their conformity to 11orrns­
what coun.ts for them as conformity and what does not."49 

Let us see how Evans-Pritchard's Nuer Religion could be seen as an examplifica­
tion of Winch's approach. In the chapter entitled "The Problem of Symbols" Evans­
Pritchard attempts to show that the Nuer, although they appear to say contradictory 
and inconsistent things, do not really do so. Thus, 

It seems odd, if not absurd, to a European when he is told that a twin is a bird as 
though it were an obvious fact, for Nuer are not saying that a twin is like a bird, 
but that he is a bird. There seems to be a complete contradiction in the statement; 
and it was precisely on sta!:ements of this kind recorded by observers of primitive 
peoples that Levy-Bruh! based his theory of the prelogical mentality of these 
peoples, its chief characteristic being, in his view, that it permits such evident 
contradictions-that a thing can be what it is and at the same time something 
altogether different. 50 

However, "no contradiction is involved in the statement which, on the contra1y, 
appears quite sensible and even true, to one who presents the idea to himself in the 
Nuer language and within their system of religious thought. 51 

According to Evans-Pritchard, 

' the Nuer do not make, or take, the statement that twins are birds in any ordinary 
sense ... . In addition to being men and women they are of a twin-birth, and a 
twin-birth is a special revelation of Spirit; and Nuer express this special character 
of twins in the "twins are birds" formula because twins and birds, though for 
difference reasons, are both associated with Spirit and this makes twins, like birds, 
"people of the above" and "children of God," and hence a bird is a suitable 
symbol in which to express the special relationship in which a twin stands to 
God. 52 
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Thus, it seems, Evans-Pritchard is claiming that according to Nuer criteria this 
statement is rational and consistent, indeed "quite sensible and even true." As he 
writes, toward the end of the book, 

It is in the nature of the subject that there should be ambiguity and paradox. I am 
aware that in consequence I have not been able to avoid what must appear to the 
reader to be obscurities, and even contradictions, in my account. 53 

We shall return below to this example and to the question of whether in fact it is 
a practical application of Winch's views. Here let us merely restate the fifth answer 
to our problem: that it is likely in principle that beliefs that appear to be irrational 
can be reinterpreted as rational, in the light of criteria of rationality to be discovered 
in the culture in which they occur. (Of course, individual beliefs may fail according to 
these criferia, but Winch seems to hold that no reasonably large set of beliefs could 
do so.) 

II 

The use of the word "rational" and its cognates has caused untold confusion and 
obscurity, especially in the writings of sociological theorists. 54 This, however, is not 
the best reason for seeking to break our problem down into different elements. There 
are strong reasons for suspecting that the first mistake is to suppose that there is a 
single answer to it; and this suspicion is only reinforced by the very plausibility of 
most of the statements cited in the foregoing section. 

What is it for a belief or set of beliefs to be irrational? A belief may be characterized 
as a proposition accepted as true. 55 Beliefs, or sets of beliefs, are said to be irrational if 
they are inadequate in certain ways: (1) if they are illogical, e.g., inconsistent or (self-) 
contradictory, consisting of or relying on invalid inferences, etc.; (2) if they are, par­
tially or wholly, false; (3) if they are nonsensical (though it may be questioned whether 
they would then qualify as propositions and thus as beliefs); (4) if they are situationally 
specific or ad hoc, i.e.: not universalized because bound to particular occasions;56 (5) if 
the ways in which they come to be held or the manner in which they are held are seen 
as deficient in some respect. For example: (a) the beliefs may be based, partially or 
wholly, on irrelevant considerations; (b) they may be based on insufficient evidence; 
(c) they may be held uncritically, i.e.: not held open to refutation or modification 
by experience, regarded as "sacred" and protected by "secondary elaboration" against 
disconfirming evidence;57 (d) the beliefs may be held unreflectively; without con­
scious consideration of their assumptions and implications, relations to other beliefs, 
etc. (though here the irrationality may be predicated of the believer rather than the 
belief). 

In addition, there are other well-used senses of "rational" as applied to actions, such 
as (6) the widest sense of simply goal-directed action;58 (7) the sense in which an action 
is said to be (maximally) rational if what is in fact the most efficient means is adopted 
to achieve a given end;59 (8) the sense in which the means that is believed by the agent 
to be the most efficient is adopted to achieve the agent's end (whatever it may be); 
(9) the sense in which an action is in fact conducive to the agent's (expressed or 
unexpressed) "long-term" ends; (10) the sense in which the agent's ends are the ends 
he ought to have.60 
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III 
• 

In this section I shall suggest that some criteria of rationality61 are universal, i.e., 
relevantly applicable to all beliefs, in any context, while others are context-depend~nt, 
i.e., are to be discovered by investigating the context and are only relevantly applica­
ble to beliefs in that context. I shall argue (as against Winch) that beliefs are not only 
to be evaluated by the criteria that are to be discovered in the context in which they 
are held; they must also be evaluated by criteria of rationality that simply are criteria 
of rationality, as opposed to criteria of rationality in context (c). In what fol_lo"':'s 
universal criteria will be called "rational (1) criteria" and context-dependent cr1ter1a 
"rational (2) criteria." 

Let us assume we are discussing the beliefs of a society 5. One can then draw a 
distinction between two sets of questions. One can ask, in the first place: (i) what for 
society 5 are the criteria of rationality in general? And, second, one can ask: (ii) -vvhat are 
the appropriate criteria to apply to a given class of beliefs within that ~ociety? . . 

(i) Insofar as Winch seems to be saying that the answer to the first question 1s 
culture dependent, he must be wrong, or at least we co~ld never ~ow if he w_ere right; 
indeed we cannot even conceive what it could be for him to be right. In the first place, 
the existence of a common reality is a necessary precondition of our understanding S's 
language. This does not mean that we and the members of S must agree about all "the 
facts" (which are the joint products of language and reality); any given true statement 
in S's language may be untranslatable into ours and vice versa. As Whor_f wrote, 
"language dissects nature in many different ways." What must be the case is_ that 5 
must have our distinction bet .. veen truth and falsity if we are to understand its lan­
guage, for, if per impossibile it did not, we would be unable even to agree about what 
counts as the successful indentification of public (spatiotemporally located) objects.62 

Moreover, any culture, scientific or not, which engages in successful prediction (andrit 
is difficult to see how any society could survive which did not) must presuppose a 
given reality. Winch may write that "[o]ur idea of what belongs to the realm of reality 
is given for us in the language that we use"63 and he may_ castigate _Eva_n_s-~ritchard as 
"wrong, and crucially wrong, in his attempt to charactenze the sc1ent1fic m te~s of 
that which is 'in accord with objective reality.' "64 But, it is, so to speak, no accident 
that the predictions of both primitive and modern common sense .an~ 5of scienc~ c~~e off Prediction would be absurd unless there were events to predict. Both pnm1t1ve 
and modern men predict in roughly the same ways; also they can learn each other's 
languages. Thus they each assume an independent reality, which they share. 

In the second place, S's language must have operable logical rules and not all of 
these can be pure matters of convention. Winch states that "logical relations between 
propositions ... depend on social relations between men."66 Does this imply that t~e 
concept of negation and the laws of identity and noncontradiction need not operate 1n 
S's language? If so, then it m·ust be mistaken, for if the members of S do not possess 
even these, how could we ever understand their thought, their inferences and argu­
ments? Could they even be credited with the possibility of inferring, arguing, or even 
thinking? If, for example, they were unable to see that the truth of p excludes the truth 
of its denial, how could they ever communicate truths to one another and reason from 
them to other truths? Winch half sees this point when he writes that "the possibilities 
of our grasping forms of rationality different from ours in an alien cult.ure . .. are limited 
by certain formal requirements centering round the demand for consistency. But these 
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formal requirements tell us nothing about what in particular is to count as consistency, 
just as the rules of the propositional calculus limit, but do not themselves determine, 
what are to be proper values of p, q, etc."67 But this is merely a (misleading) way of 
saying that it is the content of propositions, not the logical relations, between them, 
that is, "dependent on social relations between men." 

It follows that if S has a language, it must, minimally, possess criteria of truth (as 
correspondence to reality) and logic, which we share wi th it and which simply are 
criteria of rationality. The only alternative conclusion is Elsdon Best's, indicated in 
position (2) of section I above, which seeks to state the (self-contradictory) proposition 
that S's thought (and language) operate according to quite different criteria and that it 
is literally incomprehensible to us. But if the members of S really did not have our 
criteria of truth and logic, we "\-Vould have no grounds for attributing to them language, 
thought, or beliefs and would a fortiori be unable to make any statements about these. 

Thus the first two ways that beliefs may be irrational that. are specified in section II 
are fundamental and result from the application of rational (1) criteria. Moreover, it can 
be shown that the other types of irrationality of belief indicated there are dependent 
on the use of such criteria. Thus nonsense (3) and the failure to universalize (4) may 
be seen as bad logic, (e.g. self-contradiction and bad reasoning). Whether this is the 
most useful way to characterize a particular belief in a given case is another question. 
Again, the types of irrationality relating to the ways of arriving at and of holding 
beliefs are dependent on rational (1) criteria. Thus (5) (a)-(d) are simply methodological 
inadequacies: they result from not following certain procedures that can be trusted to 
lead us to truths. 68 Again, in the senses of "rational" relating to actions, senses (7) and 
(9) require the application of rational (1) criteria. 

Thus the general standpoint of position (3) in section I is vindicated. Insofar as 
primitive magico-religious beliefs are logical and follow methodologically sound pro­
cedures, they are, so far, rational (1); insofar as they are, partially or wholly, false, they 
are not. Also part of Levy-Bruhl's position is vindicated. Insofar as "mystical" and 
"prelogical" can be interpreted as false and invalid, primitive (and analogous modem) 
beliefs are irrational (1). 

(ii) What, now, about the question of w~ether there are any criteria which "it is 
appropriate to apply to a given class of beliefs within 5? In the first place, the context 
may provide criteria specifying which beliefs may acceptably go together. Such criteria 
may or may not violate the laws of logic. Where they do, the beliefs are characteristi­
cally labeled "mysterious." Then there are contextually provided criteria of lruth:69 

thus a study of Nuer religion provides the means for deciding whether "twins are 
birds" is, for the Nuer, to be counted as "true." Such criteria may apply to beliefs (i.e., 
propositions accepted as true) which do not satisfy rational (I) criteria insofar as they 
do not and could not correspond with "reality": that is, insofar as they are in principle 
neither directly verifiable nor directly falsifiable by empirical means. (They may, of 
course, be said to relate to "reality" in another sense; 70 alternatively, they may be 
a~alyzed in term·s of the coherence or pragmatist theories of truth.) This is to disagree 
with Leach and Beattie who seek to discount the fact that beliefs are accepted as true 
and argue that they must be interpreted metaphorically. But it is also to disagree with 
the Frazer-Tylor approach, which would simply count them false because they are 
"nonobjective." 

There are (obviously) contextually provided criteria of meaning. Again, there are 
contextually provided criteria which make particular beliefs appropriate in particular 

I I . 
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circumstances. There are also contextually provided criteria which specify the best "\-vay 
to arrive at and hold beliefs. In general, there are ·contextually provided criteria for 

deciding what counts as a "good reason" for hold in~ a belief. . . . . . 
Thus, reverting to our schema of the way that beliefs can be irrational in secbon II, it 

will be seen that, for any or all of a particular class of beliefs in a society, there may be 
contextually provided criteria according to w~ich they ar~ "consi_stent" or _"inc~nsis­
tent," "true" or "false," meaningful or nonsensical, appropriate or inappropriate in the 
circumstances, soundly or unsoundly reached, properly or improperly held, and in 
general based on good or bad reasons. Likewise, with respect t~ the rationality_ of 
actions, the context may provide criteria against which the agent s reason for acting 
and even the ends of his action may be judged adequate or inadequate. 

Thus the first position in section I is largely vindicated, inso~ar as it is ~eally p~inting 
to the need to allo"v for contextual (e.g., symbolic) interpretation, but mistaken insofar 
as it ignores the fact that beliefs purport to be true 71 and relies exclusive!~ upon the 
nonexplanatory notion of "metaphor."72 The third positio~ is mistak~n (?r inadequate) 
only insofar as it denies (or ignores) the relevance of rational (2) cr~ter1a. The ~ourth 
position foreshadows that advanced here, but it is misle~di~g (as Levy-Br:1hl himself 
came to see) insofar as it suggests that rational (1) criteria are not universal and 
fundamental. The fifth position is ambiguous. Insofar as Winch is claiming that there 
are no rational (1) criteria, he appears mistaken. Insofar as he is claiming that t~e:e are 
rational (2) criteria, he appears correct. I take the quotations from Nuer Religion to 

support the' latter claim. . 
One may conclude that all beliefs are to be evaluated by both ra.t1onal (1) and 

rational (2) criteria. Sometimes, as in the case of religious beliefs, rational (1) truth 
criteria will not take the analysis very far. Often rational (1) criteria of logic do not 
reveal anything positive about relations between beliefs that are to be explicated in 
terms of "provides a reason for." Sometimes rational (1) criteria ap~ea~ less i~po~tant 
than "what the situation demands." In all these cases, rational (2) cnter1a are 1llum1nat­
ing. B•tt they do not make rational (1) criteria dispensabl.e. Th~y could ~ot, for the 
latter, specify the ultimate constraints to which thought is sub1ect: that is, they are 
fundamental and universal in the sense that any society which possesses what we may 
justifiably call a language must apply them in general, though particular beliefs, or sets 

of beliefs, may violate them. 
If both sorts of criteria are required for the understanding of beliefs (for they enable 

us to grasp their truth conditions and their interrelations), they are equally n~cessa~y 
to the explanation of why they are held, how they operate an~ w~a~ t~e1r so_c1al 
consequences are. Thus only by the application of rational (1) c_r1teria is ~t. ~oss1ble 
to see how beliefs which fail to satisfy them can come to be rationally cr1t1cized, or 
fail to be.7 3 On the other hand, it is usually only by the application of rational (2) 

crite;ia that the point and significance that beliefs have for those that hold them can be 
grasped. Rational (1) and rational (2) criteria are necessary both to understand and 

to explain. · 

Notes 
I am most grateful to Martin Hollis, John Beattie, Rodney Needha~ .. J~an Floud, Joh~ Torrance, an.cl 
Vernon Bodganor, among others, for their very kind and helpful cnhc1sms of an earlier draft of this 

chapter. 
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Chapter 19 

The Status of Rationality Assumptions in Interpretation 
and in the Explanation of Action 

Dagfinn F0llesdal 

In discussions of the philosophy and methodology of interpretation and action expla­
nation it is often argued that one has to assume that man is rational. This, supposedly, 
is just what distinguishes the study of man and the method of understanding from the 
study of nature and the method of causal explanation. . . . 

In this chapter, I will attempt to find a reasonable rendenng of what is ~ea~t by t_his 
assumption and discuss its status. The paper has four sections. After a br~ef d1scuss1on 
of the question whether man is rational (sec. 1) I t~m to th~ q_uest1ons ~f what 
rationality is (sec. 2) and what role rationality assumptions play '.n 1n~erpretat1on _and 
explanation of action (sec. 3). Finally I discuss the status of rationality assumptions 

(sec. 4). 

• 

1 Is Man Rational? 

Aristotle maintained that to be rational is definitory of man; man is a rational anim~l. 
In our time Donald Davidson is one of those who most vigorously has argued that in 
order to u~derstand man and attribute beliefs, desires, and actions to him, we have to 
assume that he is rational: 

The satisfaction of conditions of consistency and rational coherence may be 
viewed as constitutive of the range of application of such concepts as those of 
belief, desire, intention and action. 1 

If we are intelligibly to a'. L~ibute attitudes and beliefs, or usefully to describe 
motions as behavior, then we are com~i~ted to finding, in the pattern of behav­
ior, belief and desire, a large degree of rationality and consistency. 

2 

. 

Similarly, William H. Dray argues: 

Understanding is achieved when the historian can see the reasonableness of a 
man's doing what this agent did, given the beliefs and purposes ~e referre~ to 
(what the agent believed to be the facts of his situation, incl~d1ng the hkely 
results of taking various courses of action considered open to him and what he 
wanted to accomplish: his purposes, goals, or motives). 3 

While Davidson regards rationaiity as necessary for the very applicability of con­
cepts like belief, desire, intention, and action, Dray considers rationality_ as necessary at 
least for our knowing what the other's beliefs, purposes, goals, or motives are. . 

Carl G. Hempel, on the other hand, disagrees with Dr_ay an~ regards the assumption 
that man is rational as merely an empirical hypothesis, which presumably may be 

false: 


