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Jesus' trial under Pontius Pilate* ended with the latter's famous 
rhetorical question: "What is truth?" And yet, a few hours 
earlier, Jesus had said: "I am the way, the truth, and the life."

Nine centuries later, this time under Islam, the mystic poet 
Mansur Al-Hallaj was also crucified. Why so? He had pointed 
to his turban and said: "I am the truth."

So, I will be asking whether "I am the truth" is indeed the 
simple answer to "What is truth?" and wondering why people 
who say such things need to be executed.

* Those readers who doubt the “truth” of this story are welcome to view it 
as a fictional tale which might yet contain a theme worthy of philosophical 
reflexion.
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Commentary on Ge’s painting of Christ and Pilate
This is a late painting of Russian artist Nikolai Ge and, like many 

of his works on New Testament themes, it was banned and charged 
with blasphemy, perhaps because the figure of Pilate is so mocking 
and Jesus so forelorn. And yet the portraits can also be read as 
depicting a shallow and swaggering bully confronted by a passive but 
steadfast and courageous rebel. Which is “the truth”?

Perhaps both figures represent an aspect of truth, what Feyerabend 
might be hinting at with his “truth” written “in capital letters” as 
contrasted with some presumably lesser form of “truth”.

Pilate stands in full sunlight: he is tall, solid, oozing a complacent 
power. Jesus is a fragile individual relegated to the shadows but the 
artist hints at his own emergence into the light (and eventual triumph 
as represented in the Resurrection). 

Pilate, then, would stand for the current dominant “truth”, 
paradigm (Kuhn) or episteme (Foucault), an understanding of what 
constitutes “true” knowledge based on usually unconscious 
metaphysical assumptions as to the nature of reality and language.

By contrast, Jesus is a new emerging understanding, weak now but 
soon to grow into its own power and become - ironically - the new 
Pilate. This contrast between Old Truth and New Truth is not neatly 
aligned with Secularism versus Religion because Al-Hallaj’s crime 
was to push Islam’s theocratic Old Truth toward a more secular New 
Truth in which “truth” and “God” are located in one’s head, that is, 
are simply a part of human psychology, all “in the mind”.



Links to sources and further reading:

❖ the Bible passages are from John 18:38 (“What is 
truth?”) and John 14:6 (“I am the way, the truth, and 
the life”)

❖ explore wikipedia on John 18:38, Pontius Pilate,  
Mansur Al-Hallaj and just plain Truth

❖ Michel Foucault is a contemporary philosopher who 
explored power, knowledge and human discourse. 
Consider this quote: “truth does not belong to the 
order of power, but shares an original affinity with 
freedom”.

❖ Paul Feyerabend is a philosopher of science known for 
his epistemological anarchism (summed up as 
“anything goes”). Consider these quotes: “'Truth', 
written 'in capital letters', is an orphan in this world, 
without power and influence...” and “Rationalism... is 
a secularized form of the belief in the power of the 
word of God”.

❖ Thomas Kuhn is a philosopher and historian of 
science best known for his ground breaking book The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions in which he 
introduced the idea of “paradigm shifts” in science.
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