
 

WHGC/ Polina Maciejczyk  “What is truth?” 

 

Background:  Nate‟s lecture talks about the truth from 3 angles – metaphysics (what is truth?), 

epistemology (how do we know that there is truth?), and ethics (what to do with truth?) The points that I 

will be discussing with student relate to the connection of epistemological to ethical. 

Discussion: Tie this in with question/discussion of does “Truth” matter if we don‟t want to 

know/find/acknowledge it?  In other words, what leads to this question of do we want to know the truth? 

1.  Do we want to know the truth? (Ethical) 

 “Matrix” clip of Cypher having dinner with Smith 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E70TwLgfstI&feature=related) 

o Cypher knows that the steak is not real, yet he chooses to forget that when asking Smith to 

put him back into the matrix. 

 Do we want to know the truth or would we rather live under a lie (even if temporary)? 

o connection to The Republic: philosopher-king knows what is best it is better that his 

subjects keep ranks and do not aspire a new status 

o students not checking their midterm grades 

o Perhaps a question of “why?”  What do you gain from the temporary lie? 

 What to do with the truth if you learn it? 

2.  How do we learn the truth? (Epistemological) 

 Skepticism and its bearing on our life  

o Scientific method arose from skepticism. 

o Both Bacon and Descartes argued that one cannot rely on authority and tradition since 

many of these are contradictory. 

o Experimental Scientific Method is based on the idea that every claim should be subject to 

testing. Science is open to the possibility of revision of the results. Scientific method 

embraces skepticism and fallibility (an unsettling thought to many students who assume 

that science is THE FINAL answer). Results of science are „tentative factual‟ – always 

subject to revision. 

o Furthermore, science, in its measurement of data, during the process of testing, makes the 

facts lose the context, lose the connection to human issues. 

 Exercise with students:  What is a human? 

o Students might provide a series of answers that relate to biology (mammal, omnivore, etc.), 

society (love, religion), art (poetry, music), etc. 

 Or ask: What reveals more truth about a human being:  Gray‟s Anatomy or Dostoevsky‟s Crime and 

Punishment? 

o As Gray‟s Anatomy (and such) goes to exhaustion on physiology, genetics, etc., it fails to 

explain what it is like to be human. That is not a scientific question; rather, experiential, 

and scientific method is not useful here.  

o Crime & Punishment  - what is like to be human (emotions, internal struggle etc.) 

o Does that mean that these two books are competing? Each book obscures and reveals. If 

these books are complementary, are there different kinds of truth? (tie-in with Bruce‟s 

Study Guide) 

 In above example, poetry, philosophy, history, all give different answers to what is human, and 

there is correctness to all, and yet scientific method is not applicable to test any of these answers. 

 Furthermore (Ethical) 

o Example: When the test of a fetus for Down syndrome in utero comes out positive, what do 

you do? 

o The scientific fact leaves open an ethical question with several possible answers. Scientific 

method cannot answer ethical questions.  It raises a new level of skepticism. 

o More about skepticism/ethics/etc.? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E70TwLgfstI&feature=related


 

3.  Dialogue vs. debate (Epistemological) 

 Scientific method provides us with facts and answers that are accurate but unrevealing on how we 

go on with the answers (what to do with the answers?).  

o If most questions cannot be answered scientifically or if there does not seem to be one final 

answer, do we stop being skeptical and just give up? No. An alternative way to search for 

truth is through dialogue.  (What is dialogue?  Just conversation, or other modes of 

discourse?) 

 Blind men describing an elephant – each man has different part of truth, each has its correctness. 

But if they all argue their „truth‟ would it really bring us the whole truth? 

 The goal of a debate:  to persuade others to your position, to silence your opponent. 

 The goal of a dialogue:  to better understand your own position by understanding your opponent.  

o Socrates: My opponents are interested in persuading but I‟m looking for truth. 

o In dialog – learn things along the way, important to be able to accept that although not 

every position could be valid, every one has its merit. 

 Tie-in for current elections: There is nothing wrong in “picking sides.” However, the political 

debates galvanize the public to pick a side by insinuations and appeals to prejudice.  The political 

candidate that calls for further dialog is pinned down as weak, and considered to lose the debate.  

So everybody votes their appetite and according to prejudice.  (Is this relevant after Tuesday?) 

o Should we have a society ruled by a philosopher-king who knows best (what is best for just 

me), or should we vote for the society that we all would want to rule (what is best for us). 

 To have a dialogue (as means of searching for truth), one has to accept that no position is so 

outlandish that it has no truth to it. 

4.  Exercise: Duck/rabbit, old/young woman, shadow puppets (Fac. Resources) 

 

 
 

 What you see depends on how you look, and there is no one correct answer because each picture 

has 2 images.  (What if I see a snail?  Are there wrong answers?) 

o Seeing these 2 mini-truths requires a shift of consciousness. Search for truth requires shift 

of perspectives, and the ability to do so is imperative for dialogue.  

Conclusion:  A person is a collection of DNA, but science fails to reveal that I care more for that person 

than a bunch of peptides.  Reality is ambiguous and complicated.  There is no one final answer.  (Tie in the 

epistemological/ethical relevance herein?) 

 


