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our understanding of what knowledge is and where we get our knowledge. In this chapter, we turn our attention to the question of truth. What s truth, and how do we find it? As beings
who long for knowledge, this is a vital question for us. Additionally, today there is a raging debate about whether or not there is such a thing as absolute truth or if truth is relative. Questions like these have bearing on almost

all matters of human life. Christians, for example, proclaim a message they believe to be not just rational but also true. If, however, nothing is actually true, then all such beliefs are foolish. Likewise, if nothing is actually true,
then modern science is an enormous waste of time and energy. In short, all the beliefs that matter the most to us as human beings assume that something really is true. Questions about truth cannot be avoided or dismissed as
unimportant. In what follows, we will explore several important questions about truth: Is anything really true, how should we define truth, and how we can know when something is in fact true?

Is Anything Really True?

s human beings, we assume that certain things are true about the world we live in. For example, we believe the things we see really o exist and are the way they seem to us. Unless we assume this, it would be incredibly
difficult for human beings to function. Nevertheless, some philosophers and intellectuals contend that no statements or ideas are true. For example, postmodern thinkers take an antirealist perspective that holds all truth
claims to be subjective. In other words, they think it is impossible for a person to view reality as it actually is. For them, all of our perceptions come to us through the subjective filters of our minds. They suggest that truth

claims fail to appreciate the various ways that our ideas and understanding of reality are shaped and influenced by the world in which we live. Because of this, they contend that absolute truth does not exist.

Before we consider what is truth, we must first consider the postmodern rejection of objectivity. Is there any reason to think that the postmodern antirealists are right in saying that all truth claims are naively subjective
and fully incapable of making truthful comments about the way things really are? This issue will be treated in much greater detail in a later chapter, but a few comments or observations are in order at this point. In short, the
idea that nothing is really true or actually true about reality is a gross overstatement that leads to absurdity. It is one thing for us to have limitations in our ability to grasp fully the details and nature of reality. It is quite

another thing, however, to say that we cannot make any true statements about reality and that nothing is objectively true. Those who claim that there is no such thing as truth are met with several significant problems.
First, it is commonly noted that this statement is contradictory. To say that nothing s actually true is to make a statement that something is actually true. Those who make this statement obviously believe that it is true,
and, by doing so, they contradict themselves.

Second, this position is challenged by the nature of reality itself. If something exists, then something must actually be true about that reality. If nothing else, it would be true to say that the world exists, I exist or

something exists. And so, if these things really do exist, then something is true of them.

Third, intuitively speaking, each of us has an overwhelming sense that something is actually true of the world we live in. We may debate what propositions are actually true and at times have difficulty identifying them,
but the vast majority of human beings throughout history have had an overwhelming conviction that there is such a thing as truth and that we can know it, at least in part.

Fourth, consider the advancements and accomplishments of modern science. In the past few hundred years, we have gone from horse and buggy to rocket ships that send people into outer space and place people on the
moon. We have gained the ability to open a person’s body and perform organ transplants, developed medicines to cure many forms of cancer and invented devices that allow deaf people to hear. Likewise, we have created
technologies that allow us to speak with people around the world in real time. These are all amazing developments that have come to us through the progress of modern science. If it is impossible to know if something is true
or false, then one wonders how such advancements are possible. These developments require us to understand the world properly and accurately. Consider flying to the moon. Having never been to the moon, physicists relied
heavily on their measurements and calculations of the physical world to map the trajectory of the rocket. Unless their representations were actually true, landing on the moon would have been impossible. And yet, as we are
well aware, they have been successful in doing this numerous times. So, given the success of modern science, it looks like it is possible to speak of truth, search for truth and make truth claims. As Benjamin Myers notes,

"postmodern thinkers have typically failed to reckon seriously with the explanatory successes of the natural sciences."
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So Then, What Is Truth?

Now we turn to the most important question of this chapter: What s truth? Before we begin, it is important to make a distinction between definitions for truth and tests for truth. In the section below, we will consider various ways that truth has been
defined and argue that two of these definitions are insufficient. In the next section, however, we will look at tests for truth and will argue that each of these has an important role to play. So then, let us consider the distinction between a definition and
2 test. A definition describes the nature of an object, concept or event. As we try to define truth, we are particularly interested in comprehending its nature. By contrast, a test for something is a means by which we identify or locate it. When it comes to
truth claims, tests are used to see which ones are right and which ones are wrong.

Generally speaking, there are three different definitions given for truth: the correspondence theory of truth, coherentism and pragmatism. Although the correspondence theory of truth has been the dominant position throughout most of history,
we will consider coherentism and pragmatism first. According to coherentists, a proposition is true f it coheres with, or is consistent with, everything else that a person believes. In this approach, the metaphor of a web is often used to illustrate how
this will work. In a web, for example, there are many points of intersection where one strand crosses over another strand of the web. Given the overlap of these strands, the web itself i strengthened and is able to function. According to coherentists, a
person’s belief system is similar to this web and is judged on how well the individual beliefs fit with each other and work together. Each point in the web represents  particular belief held by the individual. If 2 particular idea o claim fits within the
larger web of beliefs and is consistent with them, then we could say the belief is true. So then, what is most important for the coherence model of truth is that claims must relate to each other in a consistent and harmonious fashion. As Doug Groothuis

summarizes,

Coherence theories of truth argue that what makes a statement or belief true s its coherence or consistency with one's other beliefs. If my "web of belief" is large and internally consistent—that is, if none of my beliefs

contradict each other—my beliefs are true. A belief is false if it fails to cohere with the rest of my beliefs. In other words, truth is simply defined as logical coherence.2

s we will see, coherentism offers a helpful although incomplete way of identifying truth claims. As a definition, however, it seems to be woefully inadequate. As Groothuis goes on to say, "The main problem with this view is that a set of beliefs

held by fallible human beings may be coherent, but false." Groothuis raises a legitimate concern with the coherentist understanding of truth. We can think of all kinds of stories to tell which are consistent with each other but are still objectively false.
For example, consider a childhood classic, the Berenstain Bears stories. In these stories, we are told of a bear family that live in an oak tree and have rather humanlike lives. Papa bear goes off to work, Mama bear works in the kitchen, and Sister and
Brother bear go off to school and play outside. These bears face problems, learn lessons, make jokes and show love to each other. All things considered, we would have to grant that the stories themselves are consistent with each other internally. In
any given episode or book of the series, we encounter a story that is well crafted and internally consistent with itself.

Plenty of other examples like this could be cited. Consider most fiction movies or novels. When I (Dew) was a child, I was a huge Superman fan. When one of these movies came on television, I dressed up in my Superman pajamas and sat with
my eyes glued to the set, soaking in every detail of my great superhero. Even now when these movies come on television, I find myself reliving the joy of my childhood memories. And now that I consider the story itself, it seems to be told in a
consistent and coherent fashion. O, consider 2 more modern example: the Bourne trilogy, in which Jason Bourne fights to regain his personal identity while struggling against the Central Intelligence Agency, which is trying to eliminate his existence.
The story is told in such a way that it does not contradict itself and is consistent.

Ve, in the case of the Berenstain Bears, Superman, Jason Bourne, and almost any other type of fiction, there is a glaring problem: it s fiction, and therefore not actually true. No matter how consistent and coherent the stories might be, the fact is,
little bears do not live in trees and speak English, men do not fly around in red capes and lift falling helicopters from the sky, and Jason Bourne is a mere creation of Robert Ludlum for the sake of entertainment. None of these fictional characters are
real. Therefore, it looks like coherentism is an insufficient way of defining truth, because it s possible for stories and beliefs to be consistent while being objectively false.

Other contemporary postmodern epistemologists have taken a pragmatic view of truth. At the risk of being overly general, we might say that pragmatism defines truth as a set of beliefs that works for a particular person or group in dealing with
reality or accomplishing particular tasks. So then, if 2 belief helps a person cope with hardship or reach a particular goal, then that belief is counted as true. As Stewart Kelly puts it, "The ballpark idea is that truth is to be construed instrumentally,
such that beliefs always prove useful or expedient to those who believe them." There are many different pragmatists we could look at here, such as Charles Sanders Peirce, John Dewey or Richard Rorty. But none captures the spirit of pragmatism
better than the American philosopher William James (1842-1910). James pinpoints the pragmatic view of truth when he says, "The truth of an idea is not a stagnant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by

events."2 Or put a different way, "The truth is the name of whatever proves itself to be good in the way of belief, and good, too, for definite assignable reasons."é He argues that "the whole function of philosophy ought to be to find out what definite

difference it will make to you and me, at definite instances of our life, if this world-formula or that world-formula be the true one.". So, in short, for pragmatists truth is what works.
s with the coherentist perspective on truth, pragmatism can be helpful in identifying or testing for truth claims, and this benefit will be considered shortly. Yet, like coherentism, pragmatism seems problematic as  definition for truth. Just
because a particular idea or belief may work for 2 person, or bring about a particular outcome, does not mean that the idea or belief is true. As Paul Horwich has noted, "True beliefs tend to foster success. But it happens regularly that actions based on

true beliefs lead to disaster, while false assumptions, by pure chance, produce beneficial results."® In other words, sometimes true beliefs lead us to act in ways that bring about chaos and heartache. At other times, false beliefs may help us cope with
undesirable situations. For example, imagine a little boy named Peter who is dreadfully afraid of the dark and creates an imaginary big brother who sleeps in his room and keeps the monsters away. Even though this imaginary brother is fictional, the
belief in the brother helps Peter deal with his fear of darkness. Here we have identified a fictional belief that is helpful for 2 particular person. But because this particular belief works for Peter, it should, according to pragmatist eriteria for truth, be
considered true. Despite the utility of this belief, however, Peter's belief in an imaginary brother is clearly false. And so, just because the belief is helpful or useful to a person does not mean that the belief is true.

But this is not the only problem with a pragmatic view of truth. It seems as though this view would also lead to relativism and be implausible. Consider the example of Peter, who creates an imaginary brother to help him with his fear of darkness.
In this case, Peter's belief is helpful for him and thus, according to pragmatists, is true for him. Now consider a different child, Alexa, who creates an imaginary big sister to fight off the monsters in her room, in hopes that this will help her deal with
her fear of darkness. In the case of Alexa, however, this belief is not helpful, does not take away her fear and would therefore he. according to pragmatists, false. What we find here is that any given belief may work for one person but not for another.
Although some postmodern thinkers may be comfortable with this kind of relativism, it is problematic and difficult for | P. 51 an beings to accept. As Kelly notes, this understanding of truth "makes a shambles of our intuitive understanding of
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‘Additionally, this view would violate the law of noncontradiction. According to this law, it is impossible for something to be true while its exact opposite is also true at the same time. More formally, it states that both A and non-A cannot be true at
the same time, in the same place and in the same way. Now, if we take the pragmatic view of truth to its logical conclusion, then we must be willing to affirm such contradictions. Again, Kelly notes, "If we suppose that P is useful for Dave, but not-P is

useful for Susan, then P and not-P would be simultaneously true, a serious problem for any viable theory of truth."™? And so, whatever benefits pragmatism might hold for testing truth claims, it is an insufficient way of defining what truth is.

This brings us to our consideration of the correspondence theory of truth. In this approach, truth is defined as that which corresponds to reality. In other words, true propositions or statements are required to fit with, or line up with, what we find
in the world. The following statement is an example: "Tina is wearing a blue sweater.” In a coherentist perspective, the statement would be counted as true if it was consistent with everything else that a person believed. Vet, as we have seen, it seems
that there are some significant problems with this definition of truth. In the pragmatic view, this statement would be judged true because it was helpful to a particular person or group. Here again, there seem to be some problems with this
perspective. With the correspondence theory of truth, however, statements like "Tina is wearing a blue sweater” are judged by one simple question: Is it the case that Tina s wearing a blue sweater? If, in fact, Tina is currently wearing a blue sweater,
then the statement "Tina is wearing a blue sweater” s true. Notice, what makes this statement true is the fact that the statement corresponds to a real state of affairs in the world. If it had not been the case that Tina was wearing a blue sweater, then
this statement would be false. So then, in a correspondence view of truth, truth is defined as that which fits with reality itself.

This theory of truth enjoys a very long and dominant legacy in the history of humankind. Even in the ancient world, philosophers like Plato and Aristotle assumed this perspective. While speaking about the nature of true and false beliefs, for

example, Plato says, "A false belief will be a matter of believing things that are contrary to those which are."* Even more specifically, Aristotle says, while discussing the nature of truth and falsity, "To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it

oz

is false, while to say of what is that it is, and what is not that it is not, is true; so that he says of anything that it is, or that it is not, will say either what is true or what is false; but neither what is nor what is not is said to be or not to be.
Additionally, this perspective has been adopted by the vast majority of philosophers and thinkers throughout the medieval and modern period and is still the dominant view today.

Unlike the coherentist and pragmatic definitions for truth, the correspondence theory of truth seems to be much less problematic. For most people, the intuitive appeal of this perspective seems so strong and established by common sense that it
is absurd to think any differently. As David Clark has noted,

Since virtually all people, including those who have never studied epistemology, typically assume something like this notion of truth, it is a pretheoretic intuition regarding truth.... This is pretheoretic in that it is not an
idea that results from complex: theory building about the nature of truth but a belief that people bring to their theorizing about truth. It is a basic assumption, rooted in experience. It is something people philosophize with,

not something they philosophize to.22

In other words, this perspective seems to be foundational and essential to all of our thinking, dialogue and theorizing about the world in which we live. Without it, it seems as though knowledge of any kind would be impossible. Philosopher John
Searle seems to agree with this assessment, noting that this is a default position without which we could not think or talk. Calling the correspondence theory of truth a prereflective idea, he argues that "any departure from [this] requires a conscious

effort in a convincing argument."s

This view of truth also enjoys 2 strong position in the religious tradition of Christianity and in modern science. Groothuis explains the vital importance of this view for Christianity. He says, "Without the correspondence view of truth, these
resounding affirmations can only ring hollow. Therefore, the correspondence view of truth is not simply one of many options for Christians. It is the only biblically and logically grounded view of truth available and allowable. We neglect or deny it to

our peril and disgrace. Truth decay will not be dispelled without it.":% Alister McGrath thinks that the same can be said for modern science. While talking about the epistemological commitments of the natural sciences, he says, "Despite all the
qualifications that must be entered against our broad statement that theory must be grounded in or consistent with experimental observations, the general principle holds: scientific theories must be grounded in the real world. They are accountable

to the reality they purport to represent. Ontological finality thus rests with nature itself.

Nevertheless, some postmodern philosophers have taken great exception to this perspective of truth. At the heart of their objection is the concern that our mental representation and comprehension of the world may be impossible to verify and
show to be accurate. As they see it, it is always possible that there is a strong disconnect between what we believe about the world and the world itself.

So, what should we make of this concern? We will get to this question and a much more lengthy discussion and treatment in ¢ when we deal with the issue of perception. For now, however, a brief reply is in order. To be clear, these
postmodern philosophers do raise 2 legitimate concern. Perhaps we have all experienced situations where we thought one thing about the world, only to find out that we were not quite seeing things the way they really are. Despite this concern,
however, it looks like the postmodern philosophers are overstating their case and drawing illogical conclusions. Although it is always possible that our statements about the world may not be perfectly aceurate, it is foolish to say that there can be no
correspondence whatsoever between statements and reality. If so, then we should continue thinking that truth statements are those that correspond to the world itself.

How Do We Identify Truth?

So far we have considered two big questions: Is anything really true? And, what s truth? Now we turn to another important question: How do we identify truth, or test truth claims? In the last section we considered three rival definitions for truth:
coherence, pragmatism and correspondence. And, as we saw, coherentism and pragmatism seem to have major problems if they are regarded as definitions for truth. What these problems show is that these theories are insufficient ways of describing
the nature of truth. This does not mean, however, that coherentism and pragmatism are of no value when it comes to testing truth claims. In fact, it can be argued that each of these is a necessary condition for truth.

The distinction between a necessary and sufficient condition was discussed in chapter 2, where we considered the Gettier problem. There we saw that a necessary condition is  condition that must be met in order for something else to exist or
happen. Yet, just because necessary conditions are met does not guarantee that a given state of affairs or event will follow. A sufficient condition, by contrast, is a condition that if met will guarantee that something exists or that an event will happen.
‘With this quick refresher on necessary and sufficient conditions, we can now better evaluate pragmatism and coherentism as tests for truth. With both of these, we saw that they identified critical aspects of truth—truth works, and truth is consistent—
but ultimately failed as complete sets of criteria for truth. As such, we might think of both coherentism and pragmatism a~ ~ry conditions for truth but not sufficient conditions for truth. In other words, for a statement to be true, it is necessary
for the statement to be consistent with other things that are true and have a particular utilitv. But these conditions alone @ P* 22 rantee that something is true. Some examoles micht help make this even clearer.
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Most people take it for granted that, for our beliefs to be true, they must be consistent and coherent with each other. As Groothuis notes, "For any worldview to be true, its essential tenets must be consistent with one another logically, in

accordance with the laws of noncontradiction.

If we discover that a particular set of beliefs is not consistent or somehow contradictory, then we intuitively recognize that either one or all of the beliefs are false. Take, for example, people who claim
that there are no moral standards for judging behaviors. According to them, it is foolish, arrogant or manipulative to say there is such a thing as right and wrong in an objective sense. Yet, we are surprised to find that these persons are offended and
grow hostile when they are being wronged or mistreated. They object to such behavior, protest the treatment and appeal to a particular authority to have things set in order. There seems to be 2 glaring inconsistency between these persons’ claimed
beliefs and their obvious behavior. On the one hand, they claim that there is no such thing as right and wrong. On the other hand, they revolt when wronged. Their beliefs are betrayed by their responses to another person’s misdeeds. Either their
belief that there is no such thing as right and wrong or their response to the misdeeds of another must be misguided and wrong. They must choose one or the other. They cannot have their cake and eat it too.

Consider solipsism as one other example of incoherence. Solipsists believe that nothing exists other than themselves. In other words, they deny the existence of all physical reality—all persons and everything outside of their own mental existence.
So, consider the inconsistency that arises when solipsists try to convince another person that solipsism is true. If solipsism is true, then what good i it to argue with another person? According to solipsism, that person does not exist. The argument
itself suggests a belief in the reality of other persons.

Other examples could be given here, but these two should be sufficient to make the point. Coherence of ideas may not guarantee that a particular set of ideas is true. Nevertheless, for a particular set of beliefs to be true, they must be consistent
with themselves. If they fail to be consistent, then either one o all o the beliefs are false. So, coherence does appear to be a necessary condition for truth.

The same point can also be made about pragmatism. If a particular belief is true, then it will, at minimum, prove to be useful. Consider an easy and obvious example. In science we tend to favor explanations that allow us to predict a particular
outcome and thus perform a particular task. Newton's laws of motion, for example, help us to predict what will happen when energy is exerted on a particular object. Because these predictions come true, we can now develop weapons, create aircraft
and do many other extraordinary things. Why do we think some of Newton's theories are true? We think this for one simple reason: they work! Like coherentism, pragmatism may offer us 2 helpful way of testing truth claims even if it is an inadequate
definition for truth.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have maintained that, despite what some postmodern thinkers have argued, there is such a thing as objective truth and it is therefore possible to have knowledge of this truth. We have also argued that a correspondence theory of
truth s the only sufficient way of defining the nature of truth. This does not mean, however, that coherentism and pragmatism have no value when it comes to truth claims. As we have shown, they are necessary conditions for truth and are, therefore,
vitally important as tests for truth.

Discusston QUESTIONS

1. What reason is there to think that something is true?
2. What are the various ways that truth has been defined, and how do they compare?
3. Even if we adopt 2 correspondence theory of truth, do coherentist and pragmatic approaches have any value for us?




