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A. TWO KINDS OF TRUTHS

¢ What does it mean 1o say that reality is "mediated”? What
follows from this?

¢ What is relativism? Do you think that it is plausible ? What
are the argumenis againsi it?

# [s skepticism a form of relativism?

A. TWO KINDS OF TRUTHS

liefs are beyond the range of h1s skeptical dDubl:s namel}', those that he calls “n:lahons
of ideas,” such as the basic principles of arithmetic. Nothing could make us doubt that

two plus two equals four. Descartes may have suggested that it was pés'élble. that an evil

demon was fooling him about even this; but what would it mean to be “fooled” about
such matters? How could he have been wrong about that? Of course, he could always
say that he might be wrong about two plus two equalling four, just as we could always
say that two plus two equals five. But what could we possibly mean by that? We can un-
derstand what it would be like to be wrong about some factual belief, such as “there are
no Chinese paratroopers in Cuba™; perhaps it even makes sense, however implausible,
to suggest that we might be dreaming right now. But one can't even imagine, no matter
how hard one tries, what it would be for “two plus two equals four”™ to be false.

Beliefs that we cannot even imagine being false and that lie beyond the range of all

possible doubt and refutation are called Decessary truths. In shnrt they must be true.

Plato and Aristotle thought that their metaphysical doctrines were necessary truths. So .

did Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Necessary truth is contrasted with contingent
_ truth, which is a belief that is in fact true but might not have been. It is true, for example,
that ] am now wearing a sweater, but we can easily imagine what it would be for me not
to wear one. That 15 a contingent truth. Necessary truths, because we cannot even imag-
ine what it would be like for them to be false, are always *perfectly certain™; contingent
truths, because we can always imagine that they might be false (and that we are possibly
fooled or misled in believing them) are never “perfectly certain™ but always merely prob-
able. We can always think of some way, no matter how implausible, in which we might
be wrong. (I might be dreaming that I'm wearing a sweater, for example.) But one can-
not be mistaken about a necessary truth. (A curious but important exception to this dis-
tinction is already familiar to you: Descartes’ ] exist” is both necessary [it can’t be in-
telligibly doubted] and contingent [since it is possible that he might not have existed).)
But since metaphysical doctrines conflict, we might well wonder whether they can be
necessary truths after all.
A partial distinction between necessary truth and contingent truth is this: Contingent
truths are based upon experience and necessary truths z are nut A.ccurdmg]}f, contingent

truths allow for some further experience that would change our minds. We may be sure
that there are no armadillos on the upper east side of Manhattan, but because that is a
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