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Believing Is Not Understanding

There is a distance between believing in an idea and understanding what that idea demands of the world. The distance may seem small while we are merely trading opinions. It becomes decisive when our convictions authorize decisions that affect other people’s freedom, dignity, and lives.

To believe is to accept something as true. To understand is to investigate what supports it, what conditions make it possible, what consequences it produces, and where it finds its limits. We may believe a promise because it comforts us, because it confirms an experience, or because it comes from someone we trust. Understanding it demands more: asking what will have to happen for it to be fulfilled, who will bear its costs, and what powers will be granted in its name.

Belief can arrive before reasons. Understanding must remain open to the possibility that reasons will undo the belief.

That is why understanding is a demanding activity. Not only because of the intellectual effort it involves, but because of what it may require us to give up. Sometimes, to understand is to lose a certainty, to go against one’s own group, or to acknowledge that a desired solution depends on an injustice we would rather not see.

In politics, this demand is often avoided. A promise of order can lead us to overlook the question of who will be silenced. A promise of prosperity can lead us to overlook the question of who will be sacrificed. A promise of freedom can lead us to overlook the question of who will, in practice, have the right to exercise it.

It is in this interval between the promise and its price that belief becomes politically dangerous.


Not because believing is, in itself, a deficiency. No society can rely on proof alone. We trust people, institutions, and procedures that we cannot verify at every moment. Democracy itself depends on a practical trust: that conflicts can be resolved without eliminating the adversaries.

The problem begins when trust is no longer open to scrutiny. When any objection comes to be taken as disloyalty, any contrary evidence as conspiracy, and any doubt as weakness. At that point, belief no longer helps to orient experience. It prevents experience from teaching us anything.

Those who understand must admit they may be wrong. Those who turn belief into an identity feel that being wrong amounts to ceasing to be who they are.

This difference helps explain why so many political debates fail. Arguments are offered to someone who is defending their sense of belonging. Evidence is offered to someone seeking emotional shelter. We discuss the coherence of a proposal with someone who found in it a way to regain importance, express resentment, or feel part of a community.

None of this makes people incapable of thinking. It does reveal, however, that thought can be placed at the service of needs that it does not itself examine.


When Reason Protects Belief

The difference between believing and understanding finds support in research on political judgment. These studies let us observe how we evaluate information when what is under discussion threatens a conviction to which we are already attached.

In a study published in 2006, two experiments on controversial political topics identified an asymmetry: participants tended to rate arguments that confirmed their positions more favorably and to contest opposing arguments more intensely. When they could choose what to read, they sought out information favorable to the beliefs they already held. In this context, contact with divergent arguments could strengthen prior positions, especially among participants with strong convictions and greater political sophistication.1

The finding suggests an unsettling hypothesis: having more resources for argument does not always mean being more willing to understand. Those resources can also be used to defend a conclusion chosen in advance.

In that case, thought remains active. It compares, selects, questions, and builds objections. But it distributes its rigor unevenly: it demands a great deal of whatever threatens the belief and readily accepts whatever protects it.

Understanding begins to be compromised when we stop applying to our own position the criteria we use to judge the positions of others.

This distance between declared principles and concrete choices also appears in research on democracy. A study published in 2020, conducted in the United States, examined choices between candidates and found a limited willingness to put democratic principles above partisan loyalty and political preferences. Polarization made this defense even more fragile. Participants could value democracy and, at the same time, accept candidates who violated its principles when other affinities influenced their choice.2

The philosophical implication is important: believing in democracy is not the same as understanding the obligation to preserve it when it runs against our wishes.

Defending elections while we expect to win asks little of conscience. Recognizing the legitimacy of a defeat asks more. Condemning an adversary’s abuse may coincide with our interest. Refusing the same abuse when it benefits our side reveals how far our commitment to the principle goes.

There is, however, a difference we must preserve: not all careless behavior results from a conscious will to reject the truth.

A study published in 2021 showed that part of the circulation of misinformation on social media could be explained by a lack of attention to accuracy. In different tests, drawing people’s attention to the veracity of information improved the quality of the content they were willing to share; an intervention carried out on the platform also improved the quality of the news subsequently shared.3

This cautions us against treating everyone who spreads a falsehood as a deliberate liar. Between being mistaken and being complicit lie distraction, habit, misplaced trust, and the absence of scrutiny. Identifying these differences is part of the very understanding we defend.

But the possibility of distraction also carries a responsibility: to interrupt the impulse before turning a piece of information into influence over others.

A society can have abundant access to information and offer few incentives to examine it. It can reward speed, outrage, and loyalty to the group, while making hesitation socially uncomfortable. In such a situation, to understand is to create a pause where the environment asks for a reaction.

These studies were carried out in specific contexts, mostly North American. They do not allow us to attribute the same behavior to all societies, nor to know the intentions of any particular person. They do, however, support the need to distinguish between the information available, the judgments people actually make, and their political decisions.

It is from this distinction that our reflection arises: to understand is also to observe how we arrived at what we believe. What evidence do we accept? What objections do we avoid? What principle are we willing to abandon in order to hold on to a preference?

Believing can give us a position in the world. Understanding demands that we answer for that position to the world we help create.


Believing versus Understanding

The central distinction of this essay is between believing and understanding. To believe is to accept a statement as true. To understand is to perceive how it is sustained, and what its reasons, consequences, and limits are. We can believe without understanding; we can also understand an idea without agreeing with it. This is a philosophical distinction, which psychological research helps to examine without exhausting its meaning.

In psychology, motivated reasoning offers a reference point for this difference. A review published in 1990 distinguishes the motivation to arrive at an accurate conclusion from the motivation to arrive at a desired one. In the second case, the selection and evaluation of information can favor what we want to believe, within the limits of the justifications we are able to construct. Reasoning remains active, but it may serve to defend a belief instead of examining it.4

Another reference is the illusion of explanatory depth, investigated in 2002. Participants could attribute to their own understanding a greater depth than they were able to demonstrate when explaining how a phenomenon works. The attempt to explain revealed gaps that had previously attracted little attention. The study concerns the assessment of one’s own knowledge; it does not, by itself, establish a general opposition between all belief and all understanding.5

In the philosophical reading proposed here, these works help us recognize two obstacles: seeking reasons only to defend a conclusion, and mistaking a feeling of familiarity for understanding. Neither justifies the conclusion that believing is always irrational. A belief can be well founded. What is in question is whether the strength of the conviction corresponds to the depth of the examination that supports it.

The strength of a belief is no measure of the depth of an understanding.


That is why understanding demands more than stating a position with confidence. It demands explaining the relations that sustain it, acknowledging what remains unknown, and allowing evidence to modify judgment. The passage from this understanding to responsibility toward others belongs to the philosophical argument of this essay: the studies describe processes of thought; political reflection asks what we do with what we understand.


The Color of Grass

A fable lets us observe this difference in a simple scene.

In the forest, a tiger came across a donkey walking happily along, almost skipping.

“What makes you so happy?” the tiger asked.

“I just discovered that grass is blue!”

The tiger looked at the ground and replied:

“My friend, grass is green.”

“No. It is blue,” the donkey insisted.

Neither would give way. They decided to look for the lion, king of the forest, to settle the dispute.

“The donkey claims that grass is blue,” the tiger explained. “But it is green. Tell him what color grass is.”

The lion looked at the two of them and declared:

“Donkey, you are right. Grass is blue.”

The donkey left radiant, repeating that he had always known the truth. Now he had the king’s confirmation.

The tiger remained before the lion, bewildered.

“But grass is green. Why did you agree with him?”

“Grass is green,” the lion answered. “But to the donkey, it is blue. Your mistake was insisting on convincing him when all he wanted was confirmation.”

When Authority Confirms Belief

The first reading of this fable is one of convenience: we may prefer a belief that satisfies us to a reality that obliges us to revise our judgment. The donkey does not seek to understand the color of grass. He seeks to keep the joy of his discovery and to obtain recognition that he is right. The king’s word offers him that security, without adding any proof.

This does not mean that all beliefs are born of convenience, nor that someone with strong convictions is incapable of understanding. In this story, the obstacle is the refusal to examine the claim. Certainty arrives before investigation and is then used to dispense with it.

The tiger recognizes the fact, but still needs to grasp what is at stake in the conversation. Repeating the same correction can be useless when the other party is seeking approval. Understanding the situation requires observing that need as well. Knowing the answer is not enough; one must perceive whether there is a willingness to examine it.

Yet understanding the whole does not end there. The lion, too, deserves to be questioned. He knows that grass is green and says the opposite. He may wish to end a dispute he considers inconsequential, but he uses his authority to turn a baseless belief into a publicly acknowledged certainty. The donkey’s happiness explains the effect of the decision; it does not make the lion’s assertion true.

In political life, this difference matters. An authority may confirm a falsehood because retaining the support of those who believe the falsehood serves its interests. At that moment, the problem is no longer only in the resistance of those who do not want to understand. It also lies in the responsibility of those who understand and choose to legitimize the deception.

We can abandon an unproductive discussion without agreeing with a falsehood. We can recognize someone’s dignity without declaring their claim true. Respect for the person does not require us to give up examining what they say.

The moral I draw from this story is therefore more demanding: believing can satisfy a need; understanding requires examining reality and the relations that surround it. Understanding the whole includes the donkey’s belief, the tiger’s insistence, and the lion’s concern for expediency. None of these relations changes, by itself, the color of grass.

The applause of an authority can strengthen a belief. It does not replace the reasons needed to understand.



The Responsibility of Knowing

There is also another situation, harder to excuse: that of someone who has the information, recognizes the risks, and nevertheless decides to accept them.

It would be comforting to imagine that every embrace of authoritarianism is born of ignorance. It would be enough to clarify the facts, expand education, and correct the falsehoods. But information does not automatically dissolve interests. A person may recognize the violence of a political project and support it because they judge that this violence will not reach them. They may perceive the threat to institutions and calculate that the expected gains outweigh the danger.

Here, the question is no longer only what someone knows. It is the place they give to the suffering of others in their own decision.

Someone who rigorously analyzes the costs of an economic policy but treats the risk of political persecution as secondary reveals a hierarchy. Someone who demands predictability for their investments but accepts the arbitrary exercise of power over other people’s lives also reveals a hierarchy. Freedom is valued differently depending on whether it is one’s own or someone else’s.

Privilege can produce this illusion: that one can benefit from a power without being subject to it. Repression seems manageable as long as it is imagined as directed at distant people. Abuse seems exceptional as long as it does not threaten the home, the profession, the family, or the property of those who tolerate it.

But a power authorized to choose who deserves protection ends up turning rights into concessions. And concessions can be withdrawn.

Democracy carries a demand that runs against this calculation: no one should need to be close to power in order to keep their dignity. The adversary still has rights after losing an election. An accused person still has procedural safeguards even when unpopular. The vulnerable person still deserves protection when protecting them costs money, work, or votes.

It is at this point that political understanding must go beyond mere strategic intelligence.

Knowing how to win power does not mean understanding the legitimacy of exercising it. Knowing the instruments of propaganda does not mean understanding the responsibility of speaking in public. Anticipating the reaction of the markets does not mean understanding a society.

Instrumental intelligence asks how to reach a goal. Political understanding asks also whether that goal is legitimate, what means it allows, and what living conditions it will create for those who did not choose it.

Without these questions, knowledge can make domination more efficient.

This does not mean that understanding necessarily leads to virtue. A person may deeply understand an injustice and decide to commit it. But in that case, understanding removes a defense: they can no longer claim they did not know what was at stake.

Knowing does not absolve. It can increase responsibility.


It would also be a mistake to treat the defense of democracy as a reason to downplay the importance of the economy. Inflation, unemployment, indebtedness, and wasteful public spending affect people’s lives. A government that compromises the material conditions of the population weakens trust in institutions and may create an opening for authoritarian solutions.

Economic responsibility is therefore a real political obligation. The question is how to exercise it without destroying the means by which society can oversee, contest, and correct the government’s decisions.

Democratic institutions do not guarantee good choices. They preserve the possibility of challenging decisions, denouncing their effects, and replacing those who govern. When that possibility disappears, even a policy initially presented as necessary can become untouchable.

That is why not all disagreements belong on the same plane. We can negotiate budget priorities, models of taxation, and ways of organizing public services. It is another matter to negotiate the right to political opposition, people’s physical integrity, or the subjection of rulers to the law.

These rights are the conditions of negotiation itself. If they are handed over as the price of a promise, whoever disagrees tomorrow may no longer have anywhere to voice that disagreement.

Understanding requires perceiving this difference before it becomes an irreversible experience.

It also requires resisting the language that makes violence acceptable. Persecution rarely presents itself as persecution. It appears as the defense of society. Censorship presents itself as protection. Abuse presents itself as firmness. The concentration of power presents itself as efficiency.

It is not enough to discuss the words chosen. We must examine the acts they seek to authorize.

Who will be prevented from speaking? Who may be arrested? Which decisions will no longer be open to appeal? Who will have the power to define the enemy? And what safeguards will a person retain once placed in that category?

These questions pull the debate out of the comfort of abstractions. They oblige us to recognize that the promised order will involve people it targets, people who enforce it, and people who become its victims.

Doubt, in this context, is a discipline of freedom. Not the endless doubt that prevents any decision, but the kind that subjects our own preference to the scrutiny we demand of other people’s preferences.

If I accept a measure because it favors my group, would I accept its being used against that group? If I tolerate exceptional powers in a ruler I trust, would I hand the same powers to someone I fear? If I justify violence by its announced purpose, what limit will stop the next act of violence from invoking a similar purpose?

A conviction that works only when we are the beneficiaries needs to be revised.


It is possible to believe sincerely in justice and act unjustly. It is possible to believe in freedom and wish the adversary would fall silent. It is possible to believe in democracy and accept only the results that favor us. Sincerity explains the strength of a conviction; it does not demonstrate its coherence.

Understanding begins when we are willing to face this incoherence without immediately looking for an excuse.

Perhaps the hardest political responsibility is this: to allow what we have learned to limit what we desire. To recognize that a promise may serve our interests and still demand means that we have no right to accept. To admit that winning does not make legitimate everything that made the victory possible.

Believing can give us the courage to act. Understanding must give us standards by which to hold ourselves accountable for what we do.

And there are moments when this answer does not depend on discovering one more fact, hearing one more promise, or finding an absolute certainty. It depends on looking at what we already know and deciding whether we are willing to treat it as an obligation.

Because political awareness is not revealed only in what someone claims to defend. It is revealed at the point where an advantage ceases to be a sufficient reason to continue.

To believe that we are just is a conviction about ourselves.

To understand justice requires recognizing what we owe to others, above all when that recognition costs us something.


Three Parables on Conviction and Responsibility

The distance between a conviction and what it demands of life also appears in biblical narratives. The parables have their own religious context, but they allow a philosophical reading about judgment and responsibility. This reading does not replace the meaning of the texts; it brings their situations closer to the questions of this essay.

The Foundation of the House

In Matthew 7:24–27, two houses face rain, floods, and wind. The one built on rock stands; the one raised on sand falls. The narrative associates this difference with hearing a teaching and putting it into practice, or hearing it without putting it into practice.

In the reading proposed here, the image invites us to ask about the foundation of our convictions. As long as nothing contradicts them, a little-examined belief can seem as solid as a position sustained by reasons. Difficulty reveals what the initial security concealed. Believing in the firmness of the house is not the same as knowing the ground that supports it.

In politics, the foundation can be questioned before the storm: what institutions limit the promised power? What guarantees remain when the ruler changes? A promise of stability must be examined through the conditions that make it possible.

The Promise of the Two Sons

In Matthew 21:28–32, a father asks his sons to work in the vineyard. One refuses, but later changes his mind and goes. The other agrees and does not go. The decisive question is which of them did what was asked. The answer shifts attention from declaration to conduct.

For our argument, the story lets us examine the trust we place in words. Professed agreement does not guarantee genuine commitment. A speech about justice or democracy must be tested against the choices of the person delivering it.

The parable does not let us know, in itself, what each character understood. It shows, however, that a verbal answer is insufficient for assessing responsibility. To understand a political position requires observing also the distance between what is promised and what is done. And changing an earlier answer may reveal a more serious revision than repeating a promise without keeping it.

The Man by the Roadside

In Luke 10:25–37, a wounded man is seen by a priest and a Levite, who pass by. A Samaritan approaches, tends his wounds, and makes arrangements for his continued care. The narrative answers the question of who is the neighbor through the relationship established with someone in need.

The philosophical reading finds here a demand: an idea about the good is put to the test by the concrete presence of someone who suffers. Identity and social position are not enough to determine who responds to that need. Care makes visible a responsibility that discourse, alone, does not demonstrate.

This does not mean that those who fail to help have not understood the suffering. They may have perceived it and chosen to pass by. That possibility returns us to the hardest political problem: recognizing an injustice and accepting that it continues because its cost falls on someone else.
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Note on the Origin of This Reflection

This essay was developed by Walter Sales after reading the article “O que esses brasileiros sabem” (“What These Brazilians Know”) by João Moreira Salles, published in piauí magazine, dated October 1, 2026 in the text supplied.

The article offered the starting point for the reflection on the difference between believing and understanding, and on the political responsibility of those who recognize a risk but accept living with it. This essay develops that question in its own formulation and incorporates studies on political judgment, democratic commitment, and the circulation of misinformation.


About the Cover

The cover shows a sphere that passes from black to white through shades of gray. Black and white represent the temptation to divide the world into absolute certainties: true or false, right or wrong, us or them. The gray that connects them is the space of doubt, context, and reflection — where understanding demands more than choosing a side.

Gray does not make all positions equivalent, nor does it dilute responsibility. It invites us to examine before consenting. Believing can close a question; understanding demands that we keep engaging with it.

The title repeats this passage: “Believing is not” appears in gray; “understanding,” in white italics, as an expression of the understanding this essay strives to achieve. Around the sphere, the ripples remind us that a thought never stays where it was born: it spreads, reaches others, and produces consequences.

About the Letter Arrangement

In a ring around the sphere, small capital letters invite the reader to experience this essay’s central idea: looking is not enough to understand. We must interrupt automatic reading, look for connections, and construct meaning.

In political life, something similar happens: having access to information does not mean understanding what it reveals — nor taking on the responsibility that this understanding brings.
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