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‘While we falsely admire and extol the powers of the human mind we neglect to seek for its true helps.’


—Francis Bacon1







Introduction


When I was growing up, I discovered The Plain Truth. It was something of a novelty, the only free magazine stacked in pavement dump bins in my small home town. The title was worthy of a marketing award, with an extra commendation for its strapline: ‘A Magazine of Understanding’. Who wouldn’t want to know the truth, to understand the world? I picked one up and in time sent off for a free subscription. I wasn’t alone. At its peak in 1986 the monthly had a circulation of 8.2 million copies, 2.3 million more than Time.


The promise of ‘The Truth’ has always been alluring. The most quoted gospel verse on evangelical posters and literature is John 14:6, in which Jesus proclaims, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life.’ It resonates because we all have a sense that truth is not merely an abstract property of propositions but somehow essential to living well. If your life turns out to have been built on nothing but lies, it is as though it has not been real. Whether you believe Jesus shows the way or not, John’s promise that ‘The truth shall make you free’ (8:32) rings true.


Looking back now at The Plain Truth, however, I find the adjective in the title at least as interesting as the noun, with its supremely definite article. ‘Plain’ and ‘simple’ are among the most common descriptors of truth, because that is often exactly how the truth seems. Paris is the capital of France, George Washington was the first President of the United States, water is H2O: there are innumerable truths like this, which only idiots or obtuse academics (often thought to be the same thing) would deny. Sometimes it is hard to uncover the truth, but that is not because we don’t understand what truth itself means. We may never know what happened to the Mary Celeste but there is a truth about it which if we did know would be plain and simple enough.


Even the dominant theories of truth in twentieth century Anglophone philosophy appeared simple to the point of banal. In the 1930s Alfred Tarski proposed: any statement ‘P’ is true if and only if P is true.1 For example: ‘Snow is white’ if and only if snow is white. Blink and you might think this is an empty tautology, like saying ‘black is black’. What saves it from vacuity is that ‘P’ in inverted commas is a linguistic statement while P without inverted commas is a truth about the world. Not quite empty then, and perhaps theoretically important, but hardly a game-changer for the everyday pursuer of truth.


Somehow, however, the truth has ceased to be plain or simple. Indeed, it is not uncommon to hear people deny that there is any such thing as the truth at all, only opinions, what is ‘true-for-you’ or ‘true-for-me’. Scanning millions of books and written texts, Google’s N-Gram viewer reveals that the word ‘truth’ was used only a third as much at the turn of the millennium as it was 150 years previously. The decline in plain and simple truths is even more precipitous.


The problem is not that we lack a proper understanding of what ‘truth’ means. For practical purposes, it is hard to improve on Aristotle’s early definition: ‘To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true.’2 If that sounds obvious, if a bit cumbersome, perhaps it’s because there’s nothing mysterious about the ordinary meaning of truth. If there is a crisis of truth in the world today, the root of the problem is not the inadequacy of philosophical theories of truth. It can even be argued that in its dogged pursuit of truth, philosophy actually unleashed the sceptical forces that led to its being undermined. ‘How do you know?’ and ‘What do you mean by . . .’ are philosophers’ questions that have been bastardised by a cynical society.


Our problem is not primarily with what truth means but how and by whom truth is established. Truth used to seem simple because it was easy to assume that most of what we thought to be true really was true, that things were as they seemed, that the wisdom passed down the generations was timeless. This simplicity has been eroded by a variety of different forces. Science showed us that much of what we think about how the world works is false and that we are even mistaken about the workings of our own minds. The pace of its development has left us questioning whether today’s orthodoxy will be tomorrow’s outdated fallacy. In addition, the more the world shrinks through globalisation, the more we have reason to question whether what we take to be true in our cultures really is so or merely a local prejudice. The openness of democratic societies has also allowed the free press to expose more and more of what goes on in the corridors of power, making us more aware of the ways in which we are deceived. And the growth of psychology has enabled more people to master myriad techniques of manipulation, and more people to understand how they work, in a kind of arms race of deception in which truth is the main casualty.


Truth has become much less plain and simple, but I see no evidence at all that most people have ceased to believe in it. People remain as outraged by lies as they have ever done, which would make no sense if they did not believe they were untrue. Falsely accuse the most dedicated post-modernist that they have committed a crime and they will not shrug and accept that your version of events is just one narrative, a construction of reality that is as legitimate as any other. They may resist the language of truth in seminars but they will bite their tongues in court and swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth to defend themselves, knowing full well what that means and why it matters.


That’s why talk of a ‘post-truth’ society is premature and misguided. The same data that shows a century-and-a-half decline in the use of the word ‘truth’ also points to a twenty-first-century revival in the concept. We wouldn’t even be talking about post-truth if we didn’t think truth mattered. The world is neither ready nor willing to say goodbye to truth, even in politics where it sometimes seems as though it has already taken its leave. The French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy is only half-right when he says ‘The people listen less and less to policy and they even seem less concerned about whether the candidates are telling the truth or not.’3 In fact, lies can still land politicians in very hot water indeed. Loss of interest in political truth is quite tightly focused on their policy promises and the evidence used to back them up. The electorate increasingly takes the view that manifesto commitments, supported by cherry-picked or invented facts and numbers, are not worth the paper they are no longer even printed on.


Underpinning this world-weary cynicism is a kind of defeatism, an acceptance that we do not have the resources to discern who’s telling the truth and who’s just trying it on. Feeling unable to distinguish truth from falsehood, electorates choose their politicians on other, more emotional factors. Losing trust in our brains, we tend to go with our guts and hearts instead.


The antidote is not a return to the comfort of simple truths. The Plain Truth disappeared in its original form, surely in part because it presented no such thing. It was the mouthpiece of an eccentric evangelical Christian sect led by its bullying, autocratic founder, Herbert W. Armstrong. Its promise of simple truth was seductive but false, like the pledges of populist politicians today. They tap into an understandable disenchantment with political elites and peddle the reassuring message that we don’t need to listen to experts, only the will of the people. They promise a world that is not so much post-truth as post-complexity, and that is a powerful message in a disconcertingly uncertain world.


To rebuild belief in the power and value of truth, we can’t dodge its complexity. Truths can be and often are difficult to understand, discover, explain, verify. They are also disturbingly easy to hide, distort, abuse or twist. Often we cannot claim with any certainty to know the truth. We need to take stock of the various kinds of real and supposed truths out there and understand how to test their authenticity. If we can do this then we might not be at the start of a post-truth era but rather at a temporary post-truth moment, a kind of cultural convulsion born of a despair that will give way in time to measured hope.
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