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Philosophy
What is truth? The concept of truth is one of the most debated concepts in philosophy. Several other issues emanate from the concept of truth in philosophy. One of the main issues relating to the concept of truth is; what can be considered true? Does truth arise from abstract, timeless and non-linguistic propositions or does it arise from linguistic entities? These questions have been around for a long time now. In John 18:38, Pontius Pilate asks “What is truth?” From these questions arises the question of what is true belief. Beliefs are propositions about the world that are true. This question is mainly addressed in epistemology, the field of philosophy that deals with knowledge. Epistemology deals with the scope, origin, and nature of knowledge. It also involves the study of rationality and justification of belief. True belief is the subject of many important philosophical discussions. Are our beliefs influenced by cognitive states or by facts? What makes a belief true? Several philosophers have tried to answer this question. In this essay, I will discuss various philosophers’ interpretations of knowledge and what makes a belief true. 
Generally regarded as the father of modern philosophy, Rene Descartes contributed greatly to the theory of knowledge. One of his most famous epistemological works is Meditations on First Philosophy. In Meditations, Descartes seeks to find perfect knowledge. He talks of his realization that most opinions shaping his youth are false and the consequent discovery that his opinions built on the false opinions are also false. He seeks to demolish his opinions in solitude and find the truth. Perfect knowledge is defined in terms of doubt. Descartes distinguishes perfect knowledge and conviction, writing that perfect knowledge is based on a belief so true it can never be made false by a new piece of information while with conviction; reasons that may cause doubt still remain. His writings seem to suggest that doubt is the opposite of surety/certainty. These 2 have an inverse relationship where certainty decreases as doubt increases and doubt decreases as certainty increases. Descartes implies that everything can be doubted as perfect knowledge requires a conviction so strong no reasons for doubting it ever exist. This is an extraordinarily high standard of justification. Descartes’ certainty is a psychological phenomenon yet at the same time not reducible to a mere inexplicable feeling. 
In his first meditation, Descartes introduces dreaming doubts. There are 2 main forms of dreaming doubts. The first one is the now dreaming doubt where one doubts if they are currently awake or dreaming and the always dreaming doubt where one doubts if they are ever awake. Both forms seem to have some similarity in terms of experiences. The experiences one might have dreaming are similar to those they may have dreaming. Descartes discusses this writing, “How often, asleep at night, am I convinced of just such familiar events- that I am here in my dressing gown, sitting by the fire- when in fact I am lying undressed in bed!” (Descartes, 1990). he range of experiences one can get when dreaming is surprisingly wide. As Descartes writes, even sensory experiences are subject to doubt. As we dream, we may dream that we are moving our hands, our head or even opening our eyes which are actions in likeness of things that are true and exist. This means that we could think we are awake when we are in fact dreaming. If the experiences of both realms are so similar, what conviction do I have that I am not presently dreaming? However, it is important to note that Descartes’ way of analysing things does not create belief-defeating doubts but only justification-defeating doubts. However, Descartes also proposes a solution on how to tackle our doubts and the way to acquire knowledge in Discourse on the Method for Conducting One’s Reason Well and For Seeking the Truth in the Sciences. The book was written in a period where Western thought was undergoing a paradigm shift. The old Aristotelian paradigm was of the view that the brain is limited to understanding and reasoning while sensory experiences are outside our heads and therefore certain. According to this school of thought, science is certain since it is based on observations outside of our heads. Descartes on the other hand claimed that we could doubt even our sensory experiences. In part one of the book, Descartes asserts that we all have reason and are equally rational and all the differences we have in reasoning are as a result of individual, non-essential limitations. Descartes writes that schooling proved ineffectual as a means of gaining knowledge and while traveling helped him open up his mind to doubting things, the one thing that helped him dig out means of reasoning was sitting and reflecting inwardly (Descartes, 1998). 
As stated earlier in this paper, epistemology is concerned with justification of beliefs. Justification of a belief is basically providing reasons for why a belief is true. Edmund Guttier raises the question of whether a justified true belief constitutes knowledge. There are various methods of identifying if a proposition meets the necessary and sufficient conditions for it to be justifiably true. The most common conditions for justified belief are that A knows B is true, A believes B and A has justified belief that B. Most conditions put forward by various philosophers are a variation of these conditions. Roderick Chisholm holds that the conditions for knowledge are; A accepts B, A has enough proof for B and B is true. Chisholm seemingly adopts a common sense approach on knowledge. He holds that some truths are of fact i.e. knowable a priori and that any attempt at creating criteria for evidence should start with the knowable a priori examples of knowledge. In addition to this, we can reject some criteria because they are not in line with the common sense examples of knowledge. If something conflicts with the common sense epistemic beliefs, we should simply disregard it. 
At first glance, Chisholm appears to be agreeing with Kant who also had his own concepts of a priori but on closer analysis, Chisholm disagrees with Kantianism and empiricism over if our understanding of the our thoughts should always remain as our individual ideas or if they can give us actual knowledge on some factual matters. Chisholm’s concept of a priori goes deeper that Aristotelian concepts and refers to Leibniz and Descartes a lot. Chisholm quotes New Essays by Leibniz at the very beginning of his work writing, “You will find a hundred places in which the scholastic philosophers have said that these propositions are evident, as soon as they are understood”. This definition of a priori knowledge leaves room for pure and impure a priori knowledge. This means that to understand a proposition, some sort of experience is required. But even Chisholm admits that this account is unsatisfactory. A priori propositions that are not known as soon as they are understood should also be allowed for. Some a priori propositions are incapable of proof. These are referred to as axioms and are the first illuminations. Chisholm also offers two definitions of what an axiom is; a is axiomatic for b meaning that b accepts a and a is true for every b or a is a priori known by b. Chisholm’s two step approach leaves room for 2 ways of explaining a priori; a priori is either immediate or arises after a second step that is a priori itself as it is based on a priori. Unlike prior ideas that an axiom gains recognition as an axiom after being understood, Chisholm believes that acceptance of an axiom is just as important as understanding it. To Chisholm, an axiom is what is certain for a party rather than what is justified or known. This certainty is what an axiom its superior status to the normal kind of knowledge that requires more justification. However, one cannot accept an axiom without understanding it and even Chisholm emphasizes on the importance of contemplating and reflecting upon an axiom (Chisholm, 1946). In my understanding, Chisholm’s definitions of an axiom go beyond epistemology and are partly in the realm of metaphysics. This is because his definition requires axioms to be necessary truths. 
According to Ayer, the conditions sufficient for knowledge are; A is true, B is certain that A is true and B has reasonable reason or rights to believe A is true. In Language, Truth and Logic, Ayer questions his empiricism, arguing about what gives sentences their meaning and what makes a belief justified or count as knowledge. As an empiricist, Ayer believes that thought and knowledge is based on lived experiences. However, the existence of a priori knowledge challenges Ayer's beliefs. He writes about how while logic and mathematics appear to be factual and infallible even after scientific observations have proven infallible. According to him, this leaves the empiricist with 2 options, which he writes saying, “whereas a scientific generalization is readily admitted to be fallible, the truths of mathematics and logic appear to everyone to be necessary and certain... Accordingly the empiricist... must say either that they are not necessary truths, in which case he must account for the universal conviction that they are; or he must say that they have no factual content, and then he must explain how a proposition which is empty of all factual content can be true and useful and surprising.” This is Ayer's dilemma in chapter 4 of the book, the realization that not all knowledge and thought arises from experiences. But then, such knowledge does not qualify to be a priori since it is based on thoughts and observed experiences therefore is a posteriori. Thus arises Ayer’s dilemma. This dilemma can happen without any verificationism. Ayer writes that such propositions would pave way for rationalism inconsistent with his empiricist beliefs. This would in turn undermine verificationism. Ayer writes that conceding to such rationalism would be an admission that non-empirical knowledge may exist and that some facts of the world might exist without any forehand experience with them. If we admit this, there would be no reason to believe that sentences are only meaningful when they can be related to other observation sentences. John-Stuart Mill tries to resolve Ayer’s dilemma by claiming that propositions in mathematics and logic are both contingent and posteriori. Mill argues that mathematical propositions are also based on observations and are therefore posteriori. We can only be certain of them because of the numerous observations that make us assume they are true. Yet their principle might still be false. However, Ayer disputes this in his book, claiming that Mill simply does not comprehend the character of these propositions. According to Ayer, mathematical propositions are special propositions that we stipulate to be true rather than confirm if they are true by observation (Ayer, 1987). 
However, Edmund Gettier disputes the truthfulness of both the conditions put forward by Chisholm and Ayer. He argues that both criteria can be disapproved and that justification of true belief does not always equate knowledge (Gettier, 1963). To prove his point, he presents 2 cases. Case one involves Smith and Jones, with the proposition that Jones will get the job and that Jones has 10 shillings in his pocket. Smith has sufficient evidence to support his belief; he counted the coins in Jones' pocket 10 minutes ago and the president of the company told him that Jones will get the job. However, Smith gets the job. In this case, Smith inferred the second part of the proposition from the first part which is false. The second proposition still holds true despite being entailed with the first proposition which is false. This is what Gettier means by justification of belief not always being equivalent to knowledge. Even though Smith’s belief of the second justification is true, it was based on a false proposition. Its truth is based on a stroke of luck. This gives rise to the concept of Gettier problems, which are justified beliefs that only arise because of luck and should still not be considered knowledge (Zagzebski, 1994). 
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