Taylor Shahem considers the changing perceptions of truth and why truth is important.
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In Roman mythology, Veritas, the goddess of truth, hid at the bottom of a sacred well, elusive
to all except those who were most determined to find her. Throughout history, many people
have joined the ranks of adventurers on that quest – philosophers who ponder the nature of
truth, scientists who want to discover the truth and mathematicians who want to describe the
truth, among many others. Today, the search, although long and arduous, continues. As we 5
moved through the 17th and 18th centuries, developments in the way scientists worked
transformed the way we understood our world. ‘Veritas’, the Latin word for truth, is emblazoned
proudly across the mottos of many institutions of research and learning which concern
themselves with research and intellectual pursuits. It seemed that we had discovered the
means to find the truth.
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Historically, people attributed natural events to divine forces and made wild guesses in an
attempt to interpret natural events. By the 18th century, scientists had turned to experiments
to tease apart the workings of the natural world, and searched relentlessly for scientific causes.
Revolutionary scientific discoveries hinted at laws that could describe natural phenomena, and
the dizzying rate of scientific progress gave us hope that one day we would understand the 15
physical world in its entirety. Such a theory, however, could not explain the range of human
experiences. They were too varied, too colourful, too complex to be reduced to mere equations
and formulae, no matter how many there were. Different cultures, informed by their history and
beliefs, viewed the world through unique lenses. So while natural laws ruled the physical world,
philosophers could now mull over the ‘truth’ of the social world.
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This was a short-lived revelry as soon, disinterest in the value of truth itself began to appear.
Today, we seem to be progressing backwards as people’s perspectives no longer need to be
rooted in reality to be valid. In this age of populism where there is contempt for expert advice
and susceptibility to reactionary thinking, views which are not informed by what is true are
accepted as true. What lends legitimacy to them is not whether they are reasonable or based 25
on facts. These views become ‘true’ when they are endorsed by some famed politician or
celebrity (their actual expertise here is secondary), when they have been bandied around
sufficiently on social networks to be embedded in our minds through sheer repetition, or simply
when they fit with one’s existing prejudices.
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The era of untruth had quietly crept in. Granted, falsehoods are not new. We have always 30
been drawn to the allure of not telling the truth. We lie to acquire unjust rewards, embroider
our achievements, and cover up unacceptable behaviour. Even compassion leads people to
lie for good intentions: it is the desire not to hurt others with the truth. According to a survey of
doctors, ten percent of them had told patients untruths. They concealed abnormal laboratory
test results to spare them anxiety and minimised the severity of patients’ conditions to keep 35
them hopeful about recovery. Indeed, we might even want to be lied to. It is not that we do not
value the truth – as a species that avoids pain and seeks pleasure, we merely prefer lies to
the pain that honesty often inflicts.
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Today, shockingly, it seems to no longer matter whether something is true or not. It has gone
beyond the world that Albert Camus probably feared when he said, “Seeking what is true is 40
not seeking what is desirable.” He preferred a world that was painfully truthful as opposed to
one that was idyllically false, where there was still a distinct difference between truth and
falsehood. Now, the disregard of the truth is more insidious, symptomatic of our increasingly
amoral society which lacks a sense of what is right or wrong. Technology places us in even
greater peril here: the Internet allows ideas to be transmitted quickly by anyone, and the 45
extensive networks of people connected on social media encourages the uncontrolled
spreading of untruths online. A 2018 NBC report disclosed that “false news was spread more
often than true news was”, and this was done naively in an unintended manner by “ordinary

people”. Such findings instil more fear compared to those, for example, in the United States
elections where it was found that ill-intentioned Russian and other foreign agents deliberately 50
flooded social media with untrue reports and posts to mislead people about political
candidates. It is ironic that those who wish to muddy the waters are clear about what is true
and the very people who wish to know more sink deeper into the mire of untruths.
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There are consequences for not valuing the truth. People are at risk of being easily exploited
because they make decisions that are not necessarily based on fact or logic. Companies 55
peddling dubious health solutions leverage this to convince buyers of the supposed merits of
their products. The ability to make sound judgements, left unexercised, withers away.
Damaging falsehoods about people are carelessly repeated without any verification, throwing
lives into disarray and inflicting deep psychological pain. Over time, people trust each other
less and the common ground between them vanishes: there is nothing that we can all agree 60
on. People find it hard to learn from one another with so much misinformation, and discussions
inevitably push people to take extreme positions since the factual basis of issues is now
unclear, discouraging new ways of thinking. Furthermore, governments are rightly worried
about the disregard for truth. The security of a country is at risk when people do not verify
falsehoods. Misinformation is allowed to spread rapidly resulting in at best, uncertainty, and at 65
worst, conflict, weakening the authority of governments. Trustworthy news outlets are sidelined when people forego accurate reporting in favour of provocative claims. Worse, they are
unceremoniously lumped together with unreliable sources, and their best efforts at reporting
the facts are dismissed as yet another version of fiction.
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To defend against the erosion of truth, many news outlets today have taken on the 70
responsibility of fact checking which can be done through either ante hoc fact checking where
‘facts’ are verified before dissemination or post hoc fact checking where errors are checked
after being published (increasingly a crowd favourite). When public figures make claims during
speeches or debates, journalists rapidly run through their statements to verify that the things
they say are true. Schools teach students about the dangers of fake news and equip them with 75
skills needed to distinguish falsehood from truth. Governments have begun to enact laws
against fake news. Social media companies have also been taken to task by governments and
communities for their role in spreading misinformation. For instance, they have been
encouraged and coerced to block errant users from their services and take down posts that
are untrue. Furthermore, there are many well-meaning anonymous entities, ranging from 80
humble start-ups to technological giants who have sponsored the formation of various
independent fact-checking platforms to combat the insidious nature of fake news. Individuals,
disillusioned by how rampant fake news has become, are themselves taking the initiative to
report it as and when they encounter it.
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The prospect of a world without truth is frightening. It has galvanised efforts on global and 85
national scales to preserve the truth, but these efforts are not enough without the cooperation
of every individual; after all, the individual is the source, medium and target of falsehood. If we
remain steadfast in clinging to the value of truth, we might bring Veritas out from her holy well.

