
1 Chapter 6: Assessing Truth-Claims

1.1 Theories of Truth

Correspondence Theory: For any statement X, ‘X’ is true if and only if (iff)
it is a fact that X (or there is a relevant fact corresponding to ‘X’). If a
statement is not true, then it is false.

Objections To The Correspondence Theory:

• There are statements for which no facts seem to correspond to them.

• The correspondence theory requires facts that are independent of our beliefs
and some, or all, facts are dependent on our beliefs.

Coherence Theory: A belief or statement is true iff it coheres with a system of
beliefs or statements.

Objection To The Coherence Theory:

• We verify many statements by appealing to the facts, as we would in the case
of the claim ‘ ‘The Oxford English Dictionary has a definition of ‘definition’
’ is true’, and not by determining if it can be justified by a set of beliefs that
are consistent with the rest of our beliefs.

Given the objections, how will we be using these theories? Given that the
correspondence theory satisfactorily deals with facts that can, in principle, be
verified, and that, indeed this seems to be the way in which we dertermine the truth
of empirical facts we use the correspondence theory for (but only for) empirical
statements. Given that the coherence theory satisfactorily deals with non-empirical
truth-claims, we adopt it to assess truth for non-empirical statements.

1.2 Types of Truth-Claims

verification: Showing that a statement is true

falsification: Showing that a statement is false

How we verify depends on the type of truth-claim being made.
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1.2.1 Empirical Truth-Claims

There are several types of empirical truth-claims:

• particular empirical statements : verified by checking relevent facts

• general empirical statements

– statistical empirical statements : verified by gathering relevent evidence
(statistical sampling).

– universal empirical statements : cannot, in general be verified; falsified
by contrary instances.

1.2.2 Non-empirical Truth-Claims

Since non-empirical truth claims cannot be justified by appeal to empirical evidence
they are justified by other beliefs. To prevent infinite regress, we must appeal to
principles accepted without justification. Some examples are:

• moral statements : verified by appeal to some (set of) moral principle(s).

• religious statements : verified by appeal to religious principles (accepted on
faith).

• mathematical statements : verified by appeal to axioms (taken to be self-
evident).

1.3 Acceptability

So what are our criteria for the acceptability of statements? To decide whether a
given statement is acceptable, we will follow the following procedure:

1. If the statement is common knowledge, we should regard it as acceptable,
unless the context requires a higher standard of proof.

2. If the statement is not common knowledge, we should ask for, or be prepared
to offer, the evidence upon which it is based, and accept it only if the evidence
meets the appropriate standard, for example, personal experience, appeal to
a relevant and adequate recognized authority, or strict proof.

Note that when a strict proof is not given, there is always a possibility that the
statement could turn out to be false.
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