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What is truth?
Truth is what you believe 
it to be 

(but you are 
frequently wrong).

Egon Schiele
The Truth Unveiled
1913



Seeing is believing

For visually-
oriented 
primates, what 
we see is what 
we believe 
(usually).



What is the truth about the shades of gray in 
the center circle? 



The shade of the center dot is the same in all 
the squares.



“Seeing” something involves sensing the 
light reflected from the object, and sending 
the information to the brain…



but also how those perceptions are 
interpreted within the brain.





Believing is seeing
But sometimes it’s the other way around
Some things have to be believed to be 

seen  -- Ralph Hodgson

Photo of a UFO



Truth is constructed
Our brains create truth out of what we 
expect, perceive and understand.  



There is no truth, there is only perception –
Gustave Flaubert



The brain automatically searches for patterns in 
its perceptions.

brain activity changed, and
response time increased 

when subjects perceived a change in an 
imagined pattern in a sequence they knew was 
random.



The brain can helpfully fill in missing 
information that it “knows” must be there



Recollection of events by eyewitnesses is 
notoriously unreliable

Jean Charles de Menezes was shot by police 
the day after the London tube/bus bombings.  
eyewitness “truth” actual fact

suspicious bulky jacket       light denim jacket
vaulted ticket barrier           paid with card & walked in
ran from police ran to board train
“Mongolian” Brazilian



Distorting factors, such as 
Stress
Presence of a weapon
Conferring with others
Leading questions
Media coverage
Misinterpretation

Can lead to incorrect memories which seem to be 
absolutely true



Steven I. Dworkin, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology

The Fallacy of Science 
and the misbehavior of 

Scientists:

Truths and Consequences



• Science is one thing, wisdom is another. 
Science is an edged tool, with which men play 
like children, and cut their own fingers. 
– Sir Arthur Eddington, Attributed in Robert L. 

Weber "More Random Walks in Science", 1982
English astronomer (1882 - 1944)



Trust Me

I’m a Scientist



Characteristics of the Scientist
• Intelligence spiced with creativity;
• Faith and expertise in logical reasoning;
• Experimental Skills which insure the optimal collection of data;
• Objectivity and emotionally neutrality;
• Flexibility reflected in emotional neutrality, with loyalty only to truth;
• Humility and personal disinterest in fame or recognition;
• Communality reflected in an open sharing of knowledge and active cooperation 

with colleagues; and
• Suspension of judgment when scientific evidence is insufficient or unclear.



Truths
• Intelligence spiced with creativity;
• Neither a prerequisite nor a correlate of scientific contribution.
• Faith and expertise in logical reasoning;
• Illogical in their work, particularly when defending a preferred view or 

attacking a rival one;
• Experimental Skills which insure the optimal collection of data;
• Selective, expedient not immune to distorting data



Truths
• Objectivity and emotionally neutrality;
• Probably the most passionate of professionals; theoretical and personal 

biases often color alleged openness to data
• Flexibility reflected in emotional neutrality, with loyalty only to truth;
• Dogmatically tenacious even when data to contrary is overwhelming
• Humility and personal disinterest in fame or recognition;
• Selfish, ambitious petulant defender of personal recognition and

territoriality 



Scientific Method

• Hypothesis
– Can be falsified
– Has parsimony



Scientific Method

• Use of two logical fallacies
– Affirming the consequent
– Denying the antecedent 



You received a poor 
grade

You didn’t studyExample: If you study 
you will receive a good 
grade

q is falsep is falseIf the premise (p) is true 
the conclusion (q) is true

You studied You received a good 
grade

Example: If you study 
you will receive a good 
grade

p is trueq is trueIf the premise (p) is true 
the conclusion (q) is true

Invalid ConclusionInformationProposition



• Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is an absurd one.
– Voltaire

• We must have robust faith and not believe.
– Claude Bernard

• Wise men cause arguments; fools decide them.
– Anacharis

• The greater the scientist, the more he is impressed with his 
ignorance of reality, and the more he realizes that his laws and
labels, descriptions, are the products of his own thought

– Alan W. Watts



Science Quiz

• 1) For the following triad find the simple 
mathematical rule used to generate the 
numbers.
– 2   4   6



Science Quiz
• The four boxes presented below represent cards that have a 

letter on one side and a number on the other side.
– Test the hypothesis for these four cards that 

• IF a vowel appears on one side, then an even number will appear on the 
other side.

e

7

m

8

Are any of the cards irrelevant to the hypothesis?

Are any of the cards critical to the hypothesis?



Conclusions
• Science is built around theories, that are 

strongly supported by factual evidence.
• Everything in science should be approached 

with an open mind, studied carefully and 
critically considered.

• The best of science provides facts not proof.



Don Habibi

Free Speech as a Means to Truth

Truth emerges through its collision with error



Freedom is Essential to Human
Self-Fulfillment

• Free speech means the freedom to 
criticize power

Socrates the gadfly



Freedom of speech, 
freedom of the press, of 
assembly, of association, 
of religion, and freedom 

from religion

James Madison



For finding our talents and grace we need 
choices, diversity, and individual liberty

John Stuart Mill



Freedom requires social maturity and 
tolerance

Voltaire



In the marketplace of ideas truth can 
emerge from its collision with error

• This is a democratic process and a healthy, 
educational exercise

• This is particularly the case for debates among 
the experts—academic freedom



Confession

Dr. W illiam M cCarthy
Department of H istory

“Above all, don’ t lie to yourself.”   (Dostoevsky)



Religious Confession
• “But to whom ye forgive anything, I forgive 

also” (2 Corinthians:7)
• “Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, 

and whose sins you retain are retained." 
(John 20:22-23)

• “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 
those who trespass against us.” (Jesus)

• “Confession indeed is like the sacred spring 
of water that came down from the side of 
our Lord Jesus Christ when he was nailed to 
the cross; and it is that which bathes our 
souls…” (17th century Spanish confession 
manual)

• “How many times did you sin with her?” 
(17th century Spanish confession manual)

• Unmerited forgiveness (with contrition) is 
sufficient for salvation

• “Go and sin no more.” (John 8:11)



Inquisitorial Confession
• ‘Just confess – you can see that I know the whole story already’. – (Nicholas 

Eymeric, Directorium inquisitorium)
• “The torture of a criminal during the course of his trial is a cruelty consecrated 

by custom in most nations. It is used with an intent…to make him confess his 
crime… The punishment of death is pernicious to society, from the example of 
barbarity it affords. ” (Cesare Beccaria)

• Western nations outlaw torture by 1830s
• “The confession of a defendant made under inducement…may be given as 

evidence against him, except when made under the influence of fear produced 
by threats”  (State of Washington Code 1881§ 1070)

• “…take effective legislative, administrative, judicial and other measures to 
prevent acts of torture.” (UN Convention against torture, article 2, 1984)

• “Under the current circumstances, necessity or self-defense may justify 
interrogation methods that might violate” [U.S. laws prohibiting torture.] 
(Alberto Gonzales)

• "Our aim is to put you in hell so you'll tell the truth.”  (US female soldier, Abu 
Graib prison, September 13, 2003)



Psychology of confession
• “If you stand straight, do not fear a 

crooked shadow.” (Chinese proverb )
• Relief, Forgiveness, Cleansing, 

Beginning of healing

•“I have found, in my own case too, being in love with 
my mother and jealous of my father…” (Freud)

•“Let the world know you as you are.”  (Fanny Brice)
•“Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another 

human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” 
(12 steps)

•“Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong.” (Gandhi) 
•“The truth will set you free.  But first it will make you 

miserable.” (James A. Garfield)
•“The pursuit of truth will set you free, even if you never 

catch up with it.”  (Clarence Darrow)
•“The truth will set you free. But first, it will piss you off.” 

(Gloria Steinem)



Public Confession
• "We have…become an extraordinarily confessing 

society. Confession has spread its effects far and 
wide…“ (Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality)

• Confessional television, exhibitionism
• Truth, plausible deniability, rationalizing, 

spin, “truthiness”
• “I'm a big rough 250lb giant with a mean angry 

looking face… When I watch home movies I 
usually rent romantic ones and sometimes even 
cry…”(dailyconfessions.com)

• “I stole the last Milano cookie.” (ibid.)
• “My truth is that I am a gay American.” (NJ 

governor James McGreevey)
• "You see, facts can change, but my opinion will 

never change, no matter what the facts are." 
(Stephen Colbert)

• “Our thoughts and prayers go out to he [sic] and 
his family.”  (Cheney to Britt Hume, FOX)



Truth in Art

Dr. Vibeke Olson
Department of Art and Art History



Can Art and Truth Coexist?

• A picture is worth a thousand words 
• Art lets truth originate – Martin Heidegger
• We have art in order not to perish from truth –

Friedrich Nietzsche



Art can promote political “truths”

Clockwise from top:
The Stele of Hammurabi, c.1792-1750 BCE

Emanuel Leutze, Washington Crossing the Delaware, 1851
Commodus as Hercules, 192

The Victory Stele of Naram Sin, c.2254-2218 BCE



Leonardo da Vinci, The Last Supper, 
c.1495-1498

Some works of art promote many “truths”



Verisimilitude in Art

• According to Plato, creation equals imitation
• According to David Freedberg, verisimilitude 

in art “attempts to make the absent present and 
the dead alive”



Art can promote religious “truths”
Maria Salus Populi



Acheropita – an image not made by human hands
Top left: The Shroud of Turin

Lower left: Andrej Rublev, The Mandylion, 1360 
Lower right: The Mandylion of Edessa



The Veronica (vera eikon)

Clockwise from top right:
The Veronica Master, 

Saint Veronica with the Holy Kerchief, 
1400

Jan van Eyck, Holy Face, 1430s
Hans Memling, Saint Veronica, c.1483

Sancta Sanctorum Acheropita



Art can promote “truths” about art
Pablo Picasso, The Guitar Player, 1910
Jackson Pollock, Autumn Rhythm, 1950

Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965



Harold Pinter:

• There are no hard distinctions between what is 
real and what is unreal, nor between what is 
true and what is false.  A thing is not 
necessarily either true or false; it can be both 
true and false.



Rene Magritte, The Treachery of Images, 1928



W hat’ s at stake?

C ara C ilano, D epartment of E nglish



T ruth:  a breakdown

skepticism                   

relativism

universalism

metanarrative

petit recit

life as narrative

experience

mediation



Patricia Turrisi
Department of Philosophy and 

Religion

The truth will out. 



Elizabeth Peterson’s Randall Library 
Research Guide to Truth

http://library.uncwil.edu/web/research/topic/truth.html


