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1. Introduction.	
In a famous exchange, Jesus claimed that those not deaf to truth listen to his voice, whereupon Pontius Pilate asked: ‘What is truth?’ (St John 18: 37)  Two readings: 
a) What should we believe to be true?  
b) What is it for something — say, a proposition — to be true rather than false?  What special quality are we attributing to a proposition when we claim it to be true?  (This is the philosophical question of truth.)
This second, philosophical question may sound terribly abstract, but it is not hard to see its significance.  Especially in the case of grandiose but empirically unverifiable and widely contested statements about the universe and morality (the kind of statements Jesus had been making) we might think that any claim to truth must in some deep sense be a subjective matter.  Perhaps truth itself is a subjective property, like beauty.  In this paper we look at some of this and other answers to Pilate’s question, beginning with what has been for a long time the philosophers’ favourite: the correspondence theory of truth. 

2. The Correspondence Theory
The correspondence theory of truth claims that a proposition is true just when it corresponds to reality or to the facts.  It invokes reality in a particularly direct way, and makes truth an objective property of proposition.  Problems: the theory invokes a mysterious relation of correspondence and a mysterious array of special truth-making things called ‘facts’.  And when philosophers try to make the notion of a fact and of correspondence more intuitive, less mysterious (eg, by saying ‘a fact is just what makes a proposition true’), the theory is in danger of giving a circular account of truth.  (The objectivity of truth is sometimes also thought to lead to another problem: how can truth be objective, since we surely may not know for certain that a particular proposition is true?  But this just confuses truth and knowledge.)

3. The Coherence Theory
The coherence theory of truth learns from the problems of the correspondence theory by taking away the reference to facts and reality that threatened to make the correspondence theory circular.  It claims that, roughly speaking, the truth of a proposition has to do with the coherence of the overall system of beliefs to which it belongs, where coherence has to do with the way the beliefs fit together, support each other, are consistent with each other, and so on.  
Problems with this theory: First of all, there are any number of belief-systems: you may have yours, I mine, and both may be entirely coherent.  One may contain the belief that Helen Clark is still prime minister, for example (perhaps I haven’t listened to the news for weeks) and yours may contain the belief that she is not.  But we can’t have both propositions being true, since they contradict each other.  Of course, this may just show that we shouldn’t look at individual belief-systems.  Perhaps a proposition is true just when it belongs to the maximally coherent belief-system obtained from pooling our community’s beliefs; or even humanity’s beliefs.  But this doesn’t eliminate the problem.  It seems there will always be other equally coherent belief-systems.  (Think of a belief-system that holds that the world came into existence just five minutes ago, and contains appropriate changes to our other beliefs.)

4. Relativism
But what is wrong with saying that a proposition may be true for one belief-system, and not true for another?  If we are prepared to be relativists about truth (so that truth is relative to something like belief-systems or perhaps cultures), it seems that we can freely adopt the coherence theory of truth.  
Problems: Relativism is not an option.  First, relativism is in an important sense self-defeating.  Relativists think they have an important insight about truth that others ought to accept.  But now ask the question: is relativism true?  This question doesn’t make sense for the relativist unless it is relativised to belief-systems.  All they can say is that it is true by their own lights, or in their own belief-system. They ought to agree, however, that relativism will be false for those who have a (coherent) belief-system that denies relativism.  This is not, of course, the result they were after!  They wanted their theory to be appropriately objective.  Secondly, we shouldn’t be surprised by this, for relativism destroys the whole point of talk of truth.  When we see that we don’t share the same beliefs, we try to find out who is right; we discuss matters, and argue the point.  Truth, by its very nature, is something that transcends belief-systems.  

5. The ‘No Theory’ theory of truth.
There are other theories of truth, eg the pragmatic theory of truth which holds that a proposition is true if it useful to believe it.  All of them are open to serious objections.  It seems that in the end there is nothing much to be said about truth: any theory that tries to identify it with a certain property has problems.  Perhaps saying that the proposition that Helen Clark is the caretaker PM is true is just to say that she is the caretaker PM. This deflationary, ‘no theory’ approach is nowadays very popular.  
Problem: But what if we want to say that certain sorts of propositions are not really true or false, but are subjective, say the propositions of ethics?  It seems that the ‘no theory’ theory of truth doesn’t even allow us to say this.  Answer: I am not sure that ethical talk isn’t just as objective as most of our other talk, but if it isn’t then we ought to say the following: certain ways of talking are not descriptive or fact-stating — they don’t try to say things about the world, but are evaluative or expressive.  Perhaps ethical talk is like this (plausibly, talk about what is and is not beautiful is like this).  But this doesn’t mean that ethical claims are only true for a society rather than true absolutely.  It means that they aren’t really true at all, since they only express attitudes (this view is known as non-cognitivism).

6. Conclusion
We have said that there is no merit in the idea of relativism about truth.  But this is not to say that all relativism should be rejected. It is sometimes said that how we talk about the world depends on our concepts, and there may be many different sets of concepts that could equally well be used to talk about the world.  This seems right.  To say that truth is absolute rather than relative to belief-systems is not to say that there is only One True Story.  Truth is objective, even though the truth can no doubt be told in many different ways.



