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What are the ways of knowing and not knowing that yield true beliefs? 

Acquiring true beliefs is something we may or may not be doing consciously. How ‘true’ 

is considered true is another question. What is true for some may not be true for others. Does this 

make truth relative, then? Is being true a characteristic that can be of actuality? For this essay, we 

will assume that beliefs can indeed be ‘true’. However, it is certain that there are processes 

involved in producing these true beliefs. Even with the differing nature of knowing and not 

knowing, the fact remains that they can both be achieved. 

        Both in knowing and not knowing, there are true beliefs. While the two are different in 

how they present themselves, they are similarly under knowledge. Knowing is to propositional 

knowledge, whereas not knowing is to nonpropositional knowledge. Proposition is the content of 

a sentence or statement, which makes it easier to be found and identified in books and even in 

daily conversations. On the other hand, nonpropositional knowledge is something that can be 

found in phrases or sentences. In fact, it is quite a hazy subject in itself, difficult to be analyzed, 

though it could be identified through direct experience – when someone is engaged in the task 

itself: “in the groove” ballet dancing, for instance. 

        Bearing propositional knowledge is not that difficult compared to the other kind. In reading 

the news, watching the television, surfing the web – one can learn and know different contents. 

Beliefs and information are abundant, but how do we bring about true beliefs through knowing? 

The qualification ‘true’ makes the task more challenging. Collecting the content or information is 

the easy first step in the process. Identifying whether it is or is not true, is a different matter 

altogether.. 



        There are different ways to confirm the truthfulness of a belief. One of them is through 

skepticism: doubt the validity of the claim. Though it’s not completely viable, one can be aided in 

reevaluating what is before him. Foundationalism and coherentism can be utilized in pursuit of a 

claim’s (truth) value. The two counter the argument of infinite regress and pyrrhonism. It is a belief 

in both approaches that there can not be an infinitely long chain of justifying reasons for a belief 

(that should be proven true). Thus, foundationalism asserts that there must be fundamental beliefs 

that are self-justifying. They are self-referential and are true by themselves, in themselves, and 

where the rest follow. Meanwhile, coherentism has a rather flexible manner of justifying beliefs. 

It simply asks that beliefs should be consistent and coherent with each other. Illustrated, these 

beliefs would look like points, all of which are interconnected by arrows; everything eventually 

circling back to itself. 

        The two mentioned approaches may not be holistic in addressing the issue of a belief’s 

validity but could serve as guidance or support somehow. It is not advisable to resort to them alone. 

Like in an experiment, it would be best to try several methods to verify something. 

        When faced with proposition, one could also resort to logic. Identifying the contradictions 

in a proposition could weed out the wrongs to clear the view for the right. When identifying 

whether a claim is true, it is necessary to look at the other claims related to it. To better understand 

that part, one has to look at the whole. Among the other propositions, what makes the claim false? 

Are there contradictions between them or do the pieces fit? There is a risk in this, however. Say 

for example, Person X believes that Person Y stole his pen. He arrived at that conclusion because 

(1) earlier, X was alone and in close contact with Y, (2) Y had no pen with him but had forms he 

had to fill out, similar to X’s, and (3) Y was ‘known’ to be a pickpocket. The other beliefs may 

seem sufficient in proving the claim but it may not be the case. This also has something to do with 



coherentism. While the beliefs correlate with each other, not all may be necessarily true. What is 

presented before us may seem right, true, and exactly what it is, but may not really be that way. 

As human beings, we have limitations in our composition and faculties, making it impossible to 

grasp the whole or the absolute conception of reality that is truly objective and full.  We may fail 

to recognize some things in a certain situation. Like from the given situation, it may be that X did 

not notice Person Z getting the pen from his desk when he approached. We perceive the world as 

we are, and not the as the world is. Hence, it is not impossible to be wrong in what we think and 

believe. In this case, skepticism is valuable. Doubting a belief or having second thoughts is good 

such that we do not just accept and accept what is before us. It would also help to have an active 

search for the truth, or that we don’t fall into infinite regress. 

        As human beings, our faculties are limited in perceiving the world, and even more so, the 

absolute conception of reality. Our senses and experiences may not be able to fully capture and 

comprehend everything around us, and may even deceive us at times. However, they are still of 

value and could still be used to understand and pursue the things around us. The setbacks don’t 

completely undermine its value. They could still be reliable as well. For example, there could be 

two cakes before me. I claim that Cake A is my aunt’s baking, and so is Cake B. But then later I 

found out that Cake A is actually from the local bakery. I failed to notice the difference between 

the two. I may be wrong in one of my judgements, but correct in the other. 

        I will reiterate the importance of not surrendering to any one approach alone. The same 

goes with not knowing, though it is a much different case. First of all, an important question arises 

on not knowing: how do we realize nonpropositional beliefs when this statement itself is 

propositional? There is a propositional approach to the nonpropositional. How do we deal with 

and explain a matter very different in nature from the medium we are using right now to express? 



        Nonpropositional knowledge itself is difficult to examine. How do we talk about a 

phenomenon that cannot be fully expressed with words, since they have to be performed to be 

proven? With nonpropositional knowledge, it appears that in order to validate the truthfulness of 

a belief, one must be there to witness the experience. It is true because it is (happening). Asking a 

sculptor if what he is doing is sculpting would lead to not sculpting. However, in the act of 

sculpting itself, it could be inferred that it is true. It is true because it is happening. 

        Not knowing is manifested differently. They could be heard in concerts and seen in 

museums. The lack of words might make it difficult to interpret, but understanding could be made 

possible through applying the context to such nonpropositional knowledge. E.g., the flag of the 

Philippines wouldn’t make sense at first sight. However, learning its history would shed light about 

why it looks the way it does. The flag, despite lacking words, could communicate with people and 

move them. In a similar way, someone listening to Yo Yo-Ma play Bach in a theater could express 

knowledge without the kind of content that sentences have. 

        Though proposition and nonproposition are very different forms of knowledge, they can 

be realized in a similar way. For both knowing and not knowing, there is a process that can be used 

in yielding true beliefs. This process involves our own judgement and the judgement of those 

around us. 

        When we have a belief, we try to weigh and feel whether it is true or not. Confronted with 

a belief, we resort to self-trust that is based on our intuition and emotions. I first learned about 

identifying a true belief with intuition through the book Blink by Malcolm Gladwell. It discussed 

that sometimes, intuition worked better in pointing out which is true than a series of tests that are 

scientific or based on a system or criteria. This was exemplified at a museum where the statue they 

had was found to be a fake at a second’s glance, though it underwent several tests and was already 



recognized as genuine. However, it is not always the case. Gut-feeling does not always work and 

know which is which. Thus, it is important to be conscientious with one’s self-trust. 

        With conscientious self-trust, one has to acknowledge that one’s gut-feel is not completely, 

nor always reliable. As Zagzebki mentions in her book On Epistemology, there are times that what 

we are seeing is our expectation; not the thing itself, as it is. Hence, we think of it as true when it 

is not. In being conscientious, one must also be wary of the fundamental attribution error – the 

tendency to explain (another) person’s behavior based on internal factors, making it difficult to see 

the factors detrimental and the situation as a whole. In being conscientious, it is also important to 

limit one’s self-trust through virtues such as intellectual attentiveness, thoroughness, openness, 

courage, perseverance, and firmness. With such virtues, there is a kind of balance in believing. We 

stray away from the extremes and try to complement reason with feeling. 

        Despite its value, self-trust is not enough. It is important to seek the perspective of other 

people. We trust what we think we see when we take a hard look in good environmental conditions, 

and if others agree, we take it as confirmation. (Zagzebski, 2009) The people around us pose a 

significant role in our pursuit of knowledge, or true beliefs at least. These people form the 

consensus in a community, and this consensus is valuable in evaluating the truthfulness of beliefs 

around us. Since our minds and our faculties as individuals and as a species are limited, there is 

the need to corroborate with others to have a better and more encompassing overview. By referring 

to what others have to say, we are able to get out of our minds and realize the greater whole. 

Experts in different fields play a remarkable role in this. Because of their knowledge in their 

respective areas – much more than what a common person would have – what they have to say is 

valuable. 



        From our individual minds, we already judge a belief to be true, or we could produce a 

belief and find it true. From that, we take the next step of corroborating with others. We listen to 

what others have to say, what the group perceives to be true. With this interaction, we are able to 

get outside our minds and transcend to better knowing and not knowing. We are able to yield “true” 

beliefs through these. 

        As conscious, rational beings, we are affected by these processes of knowing and not 

knowing, though we may not be aware of them. It is important for people to learn about these for 

they engage with them on a daily basis. Disciplined and conscientious self-trust is also important 

in the pursuit of producing true beliefs.  Also, in this essay, I stress the value of trust and 

corroboration with others to be able to go beyond oneself. In yielding true beliefs that we use for 

our own convenience, we resort to knowing and not knowing. Thus, it is important to learn and 

understand better the processes accompanied by them.   

 The question of this paper implies that indeed, we have ways in knowing and not knowing. 

Despite being limited themselves in their capacities, our faculties help us acquire knowledge or 

true beliefs at least. Having that, I believe it is important that this capacity to obtain be utilized for 

our benefit and survival even. However, like everything else, there is also a bad side to this. First, 

knowledge or true beliefs could be used to take advantage of others. Second, engaging oneself in 

the seeking for knowledge without being conscientious could lead to even more untrue beliefs. 

Nonetheless, overall, I’d like to mention Luciano Floridi’s line again (I mentioned this in an earlier 

paper), “Good philosophy is often in the boring middle.” In whatever we do, even in knowing and 

not knowing, we must not resort to extremes. The right balance for the processes we engage in 

could help us see things clearer. With that, we could have more trust in our overview and be able 

to act more accordingly.  



 


