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The Anthropological Sense of Belief!

Proceed as if everything depended on you
Hope and trust as if everything depended on God

St Ignatius of Loyola (XVI'" century)

At first glance, this title may appear not to make much sense, because what is mainly
noticed by those of us who are aware of the successive disappointments of the principle
ideological narratives — liberalism, socialism and nationalism?2 — is the relative success
with which the political manifestations of religious struggles occupy the public space of
globalized, and at the same time culturally fragmented, societies.

A title such as the one I have given to this text would appear, on the contrary, to place
the emphasis on the intimate «experience» of acceptation of God?® which is the faith of
believers in religious communities. But it only appears to be so. Indeed, in accordance
with Max Weber, there seems to me to be a clear interrelation between religious convic-
tions and social, religious and political practices.

So then, what is faith? It is the paradoxical belief in the possibility of unlikely events.
The illogical and utopian nature of this belief makes it a mystery — the mystery of faith.
The metaphor of lives about to be lost so absurdly in a shipwreck on a rough sea, serves as
a context for the desperate cry: «We are lost!» from those who, moments later, give thanks
to God for the sudden recovery of the feeling of bounty. When, after everything has been
done, and humanely organised, if there is a rational need to recognise that weakness, lack

(1) Paper presented in Porto’s 11th Spring Roundtable Beliefs, Religions, Powers. Individuals an
Regimes of Sociability, organized by the Department of Heritage Sciences and Techniques, Faculty of Arts,
University of Oporto.

(2) Geertz, Clifford, op. cit., p. 158

(3) Gil, Fernando, op. cit., p. 149

Henrique Luis Gomes de Aradjo

Professor convidado da Universidade Catdlica Portuguesa. Licenciado em Filosofia pela Facul-
dade de Letras da Universidade do Porto. Doutorado em Antropologia Social pelo Instituto Superior
de Ciéncias do Trabalho e da Empresa (ISCTE). Vice-presidente da Sociedade de Antropologia e
Etnologia. Investigador do Instituto de Filosofia (IF) e do Grupo de Estudos de Histéria da Viticul-
tura Duriense e do Vinho do Porto (GEHVID) da Universidade do Porto.



5'1"1'65.._\“.,“.v,\.m,,N.,,,\,,‘,,,,‘,,‘,,_m_____.._________.._________Qtepgasf_x¢J.igi§¢§.9_1?951,?—,.rsaz\d!z,s,.i,nf!iy@,u,o,séﬁ§99i,a,1?ilisi§s!_e_§___________

of success, disaster and even death itself seem inexhaustibly inevitable, then there remains
one unshakeably resistant belief: faith in God. It is this precise trust which goes on to
explain the miracle as an unforeseen yet joyous blessing. This, therefore, is the meaning
of the sentence quoted above and which is attributed to Saint Ignatius of Loyola (XVIth
century). This freely offered saving grace (karis, in Greek; gratia in Latin) is received by
believers as a gift, a gift which offers them reconciliation with themselves and with others
— because in some ways it is also a reconciliation with God.

In its highest form, faith — the superior belief in miracles — is not only not positive
knowledge but it is in fact excluded by it, insofar as the latter is disjunctive because it is
either knowledge or it is not knowledge. However, paradoxical knowledge is affective as it
lies in the mystery of faith, it is conjunctive insofar as it is not cognitive but, at the same
time, it is. This apparent non-knowledge, this positive not-knowing is after all a knowledge
centred on the personal and historical experience of the miracle. It is an epistemic field
open to mystery and epistemologically open to potential future miraculous happenings,
since it is certified by the memory of miracles, past and present. To paraphrase Camdes, in
a different context, we could describe it as «a knowledge based on experience».

For Fernando Gil, faith is an intimate «experience» of «acceptance of God»? and he
includes it in the group he calls «superior beliefs, apparently without any cognitive or
functional meaning (...) which he characterises as beliefs “in unobservable bodies” and not
“that” something happens in the world», In his opinion, faith thus has no epistemological
value, only epistemic. But faith is more than this: it is also the mysterious knowledge of
this experience — which is undoubtedly different from positive knowledge but which also
has its own rationality and objectivity.

This is made evident by theological discourse, which is the manifestation of the exis-
tence of a paradoxical rationality, insofar as it is a human construction concerning divin-
ity, but it does not see itself as such but rather as the mystery of the discourse of God on
mankind and the world.

And at this point, would be interesting to return to a question eighty years after it was
first asked — the question with which Freud concludes the 5% chapter of The Future of an
[llusion (The Psychoanalysis of Religions)® «One may wonder what the inner strength of
these beliefs consists of and to what circumstances they owe their effectiveness, regardless
of their being recognised by reason (or not)». The author, who had just recounted a minor
event experienced by one of his own children «who at an early age revealed himself to be
particularly positive. As they were telling a fairytale to the children — which they listened
to attentively —the child interrupted the account asking: “Is this story true?” As the reply
was negative, the child withdrew, his face showing his feelings, he then conclude: It is
probable that one day men will have the same reactions concerning religious stories».

(4) Idem.
(5) Gil, Fernando, op. cit., p. 56.
(6) Freud, Sigmund, op. cit., pp. 75-76.
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Thus Freud’s positivist belief appears to revolve around the decisive concept of hap-
pening/event’ as a problematic fact which testifies to the epistemological value of the
knowledge of the miracle. And it is in this way that the miracle appears as a happening
which causes amazement to all, just as positive knowledge could not foretell that such a
thing would happen or that it could ever happen now or in the future.

So where does the paradoxical rationality of faith come from? Like Franco Ferrarotti,
we could reply to this question by saying that faith is the result of the assimilation by
believers of social structures which having been de-structured and restructured time and
time again give rise to this rational and affective structure — the paradoxical exercise which
is the mystery of faith.

And what then are structures? They are forms in time, in other words, they are tem-
poralities. The existence of forms — be they scientific, artistic, religious, juridical, political
or others — implies the existence of poietic and eidetic powers (from gr. Tolesto, creation
and e1doa, shape) from which they arose

We may at this point wonder about these powers that are the basis of such a paradox-
ically rational and mysterious as faith. As Victor Turner stressed® «the dual nature of
social» the community and the structure presents two powers: that of the giff which is
exercised horizontally, based on strength, on wealth, on authority and tradition and which
is constructed around the metaphor of (re) birth, consequently reinforcing the faith of
believers and the recreation of community; but this implies the articulation of this power
with a second one, liberation (salvation) which is exercised vertically based on God, spir-
its and forefathers, forgives sin committed according to the metaphor of death and
destroys an unjust order of relations of violent reciprocity, purifying in this way hierar-
chical structures and at the same time reinforcing relations of loving reciprocity®.

How is it possible for gift and liberation (salvation) to conjugate their powers? By cent-
ring themselves on the symbols which identify the human race: birth, suffering, love and
death!?, bringing new vigour both to the faith of believers and, at the same time, a signifi-
cance of religious institutions. This is a possible reply to the above-mentioned question by
Freud.

And to my mind this is the essence of the theme of this round-table debate: Beliefs,
Religions, Powers. Individuals and Regimes of Sociability.

(7) «Dans toutes les sociétés humaines, I'événement (...), fait probléme» (Augé, Marc, op. cit., p. 12).
(8) Ferrarotti, Franco, op. cit., p. 50.
(9) Turner, Victor, op. cit., p. 111.
(10) On the distinction between wviclent reciprocity and loving reciprocity vide, Gomes de Araijo,
Henrique, op. cit.,, p. 51.
(11) Gomes de Aradjo, Henrique, op. cit.
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