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I.   Worldviews: Traditional, Modern, and Postmodern 
  
 

 
TRADITIONAL MODERN 

 
POSTMODERN 

 
Nature of Nature 

 
Static, 
Unchanging  

Dynamic, Evolving 
 
Observer-Dependent 

 
Source of Knowledge 

 
Authority Reason and Observation 

 
Add Culture 

 
Truth 

 
Divinely Given  Absolute, Discoverable 

 
Subjective, Multiple 

 
The Big Question 

 
Why?  (Teleology) How?  (Mechanism) 

 
Who?  (Discovery) 

 
 
II.  Science and the Humanities 

a) The Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment 
b) Scientism--The Idolatry of Science 

 
III.  Twentieth Century Physics: Relativity and Quantum Mechanics 

a) Albert Einstein and Relativity 
b) Neils Bohr, Louis de Broglie, and Quantum Mechanics 
c) Werner Heisenberg and the Uncertainty Principle 
d) The EPR Paradox and Non-locality 

 
IV.  Connections 

a) Multiple truths 
b) Uncertainty 
c) Observer-dependent Reality 
d) Absolutes? 
e) Eastern Philosophy 

 
V.  Postmodernity and the Choices We Face 
 
VI.  What’s left of the Enlightenment?  Where do we go from here? 



QUOTATIONS 
 
On Modern Physics: “The theory of quantum electrodynamics describes nature as absurd from 
the point of view of common sense.  And it fully agrees with experiment.  So I hope you can 
accept Nature as She is--absurd.”  Richard Feynman, QED: The Strange Theory of Light and 
Matter 
 
 
On Scientism:  “In a sense, science has taken over the role of state religion in modern culture, 
and it has become a very influential religion at that.  Who can deny that the scientific 
establishment has become a modern priesthood?  The pronouncements of scientists are respected 
and accepted by today’s public just as the doctrines of the church fathers were respected and 
accepted by people a thousand years ago.  The rigorous training in arcane mathematics and 
methodology is no less exacting, demanding, and monastic than was the medieval study of 
ancient languages and theology.  Modern scientific training today is an insuperable barrier to the 
layperson who would question the authority of science, just as the ecclesiastical training of the 
Roman Catholic priesthood was a great obstacle to the medieval laity with its questions and 
doubts.  If anything, modern science incurs far less challenge and criticism than the church ever 
did.  The church fathers would have given their eyeteeth to command for medieval Catholicism 
the kind of obedience and blind faith that we freely lavish on science today.”  Roger S. Jones, 
Physics for the Rest of Us, pp. 134-35 
 
 
A Postmodern View of the Enlightenment:   “The postmodern verdict on the Enlightenment 
project is that it was a brilliant, ambitious effort, but that its field of vision was limited.  Its 
leaders thought the task of building a universal human culture upon a foundation of rational 
thought would be easier than it has turned out to be.  The universe now seems, if not infinite, at 
least infinitely complex and mysterious.  Our eternal truths now appear to be inseparable from 
the cultures that created them and the languages in which they are stated.”  Walter Truett 
Anderson, The Truth about Truth, p. 240 
 
 
On Postmodernity:  “This time is, for all its jangle, complexity, and dissonance, a moment of 
great beauty and opportunity.  We glimpse new ways of thinking about ourselves, new 
possibilities for coexisting with others--even profoundly different others.  We begin to feel a 
sense of ownership of our worldviews and identities.  My own feeling about this time is a 
hopeful one.”  Walter Truett Anderson, “What’s Going on Here?”, in The Truth about Truth, p. 
11 
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John Ashbery's 'Definition of Blue' 
 
 
Definition of Blue 
 
The rise of capitalism parallels the advance of romanticism 
And the individual is dominant until the close of the nineteenth century. 
In our own time, mass practices have sought to submerge the personality 
By ignoring it, which has caused it instead to branch out in all directions 
Far from the permanent tug that used to be its notion of 'home'. 
These different impetuses are received from everywhere 
And are as instantly snapped back, hitting through the cold atmosphere 
In one steady, intense line. 
 
There is no remedy for this 'packaging' which has supplanted the old sensations. 
Formerly there would have been architectural screens at the point where the action became most 

difficult 
As a path trails off into shrubbery – confusing, forgotten, yet continuing to exist. 
But today there is no point in looking to imaginative new methods 
Since all of them are in constant use. The most that can be said for them further 
Is that erosion produces a kind of dust or exaggerated pumice 
Which fills space and transforms it, becoming a medium 
In which it is possible to recognize oneself. 
 
Each new diversion adds its accurate touch to the ensemble, and so 
A portrait, smooth as glass, is built up out of multiple corrections 
And it has no relation to the space or time in which it was lived. 
Only its existence is a part of all being, and is therefore, I suppose, to be prized 
Beyond chasms of night that fight us 
By being hidden and present. 
 
And yet it results in a downward motion, or rather a floating one 
In which the blue surroundings drift slowly up and past you 
To realize themselves some day, while, you, in this nether world which could not be better 
Waken each morning to the exact value of what you did and said, which remains. 
 
 
From The Double Dream of Spring (1970) 


