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f CHAPTER FIVE

THE SEARCH
FOR TRUTH
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It is now some yvears since [ detecied bow
marny were the false beligfs thar I bad from my
ﬂar{j.u_l.'r_].'n:.l:h ddmitted ax trise, ancd bow
dlotifyfid tray everywhing £ bad stvce
construcied or this basis; and from that time !
was convinced that | must for once and for all
seriously undertake to vid myself of all the
ainions which { bad formerly accepred and
commence to build anet)

— Descartes, Medilations

@FANERNMEN O UESTIONS

1. Some of the information you have been given in your courses in school
is, inevitably, not true. How would you start 10 prove to yourself that all
of it is not false?

2. Suppose a friend were to challenge you, "How do you know that 2+ 2 =
47" How would you answer?

3. Suppose another friend, in a provocative mood, were 1o ask you how
you know that vou are not dreaming right this moment. What can you
sav? How would vou prove to yourself that this is not true?

4. Is thinking rationally always the best way to think? s the scientific answer
1o a question always the most true?

WHAT Is TRUE?

One unerring mark of the love of truth s not entertgining any proposition with
greater assurance than the proofs @ is buidt ppon will warrant

— lohn Locke, Esay on
Humign Understanding




Philosophical Crugstions

In the previous chapter, vou were introduced (o a wide variety of views of re-
ality. Which of them dao you believe? Which of them is frue? It won't do to say,
“All of them,” since some of them contradict the others; nor will it do o say,
“It's just a matter of opinion,” since you sill have 1o defend the one that you
believe to be true. And because these various opinions are all about some-
thing—namely, the world—it is reasonable to ask whether they do or do not
represent the way the world really is. But here we run into a more general
problem, no matter what particular metaphysical view of the world we sup-
port: What is it lor a set of beliefs to be true? How will we know when our be-
liefs are rrue? Sometimes this seems o be obvious (self-evident); but whar if
the “obvious”™ is not always sof These questions are the basis of the discipline
called epistemology, the theory of knowdedge.

The question “What is it for our beliefs to be true?” has a seductively easy
answer: A belief is true if (and only i) it cortesponds to the facts, Thus my
belief that 1 have at least 75 cents in my pocket is true if and only if T do in
fact have 75 cents or more in my pocket. Your belief that the Philadelphia
Phillies will win the World Series is true if and only if, #n fact, the Phillies do
win the World Series. The great astronomer Galileo’s belief that Jupiter has
four moons is true if and only if in fact Jupiter has four moons, and sa on, A
belief is true if it corresponds to the facts, But that tarns out, you will see, not
to help us at all.

First, consider the statements “75 X 3= 225" and “The cube root of 64 is
4." Are these statements true if and only if they correspond 1o the facts? What
facts? Suppose it happens to be the case that there are not, in fact, any actual
combinations of three sets of seventy-five things in the world, would that
make the statement “75 ¥ 3 = 225" [alse, at least for the moment? OF course,
you might say that if there were three sets of seventy-five things in the world,
then they would add up all together to 225 things. But it is also true that §f
the Phillies were to win the World Series, then indeed they would win the
World Series. But suppose they do not win; the “if* doesn't make it true. But
“T5 X 3= 125" seems to be true even if there are no facts in the world for the
statement 0 correspond o, Therefore, presumably, there are true statements
that do not (or need not) comespond 1o any facts

TrmhmPhLImu phy

Facts get in the twey of thuth.

— Cervantes; Dlon Cuiixote

Facis are only the shadows af truth.
— Mubhammacd Ali
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140 The Search for Truth

Second, consider the status of a great many statements of “common
sense.” For example, going out in cold, damp weather causes us to “lower our
resistance” and get sick. Doctors dispute this on the basis of sclentific evi-
dence, and yet we hold to such beliefs until they are conclusively refuted—
some continuing 1o hold on to them even then. How do we know that what
we believe as a matter of common sense is in fact justified and not just a set of
plausible falsehoods that have been handed down, uncritically from person o
person, generation o generation?

Third, compare such statements as “there is a coffee cup here on the
table,” which is the report of an immediate and particular perception, and the
natural law in science that “there is gravity between any two masses.” Both
statements claim o be based on experience, but the lamer obviously involves
a much more complicared process of confirmation than the former. Between
the two there are any number of generalizations based on experience—aol by
potheses—that are formulated and confirmed by inductive argument, such as
“water freezes at 32° F" and “cats run away when you wave a German shep-
herd in front of them,” But must all statements in science be confirmed by ex-
perience? Could it be that two very general theories might have no ohservation
or experiment that could distinguish between them and verify one while re-
futing the other? And what about religious truths—not only "God exists” but
such claims as "Moses parted the Red Sea with the help of God™? Are these
true because they “correspond to the facts™ Because they can in any sense be
verified? Or is there a kind of truth that depends on faith and is very different
from scientific trurh?

Finally, what about very general truths or truisms, such as “all things will
pass” and “boys will be boys™ Tautolagies are true, even though they don't
seem (o tell us anything about the world. And what are we to make of those
grand statements uttered by the philosophers: "It is the Forms that are most
real” and “There is only one substance™ Are they true or no? Are any of
them true? How can we tell? What does our knowledge of such matters ulti-
mately depend upon? What is truth, and how will we know it when (or if) we
find ir?

Two KINDS OF TRUTH

As far back as the Introduction, it was suggested that true statements (or; sim-
ply, truth) might be divided into two separate categories: (1) true because of
the facts; and (2) true because of reasoning, Examples of the finst would be
the true statement that there is no change at all in my pocket, the true state-
ment that Switzerland has not fought in a war in this century, and the true
statement that water boils at less than 100”7 C on the top of 4 mountain, Ex-
amples of the second would be the true statement that 2 + 2 = 1, the true
statement that A+ B=B + A, and the true staitement that no bachelor is mar-
ried. These "truths of reason” are called necessary truths, for they could not
possibly be false,






























































































