Skepticism

As noted in the previous chapter, many people today doubt either the existence of truth, or people’s ability to know it.  Skeptics feel that diverging opinions about the nature of truth indicates that if truth exists at all, we cannot know it.  They conclude that each person should embrace their personal convictions and values, and others must respect them, since no one knows which convictions and values actually correspond to reality.  In general terms, this approach is called skepticism.  There are two types of skepticism: agnosticism and postmodernism.  

1. Agnosticism

The term “agnosticism” comes from the Greek word agnosis, which is a combination of the word gnosis, or “knowledge,” and the negative particle a.  Thus, agnosticism is the absence of knowledge.  In other words, according to adherents of this system the knowledge of truth is not attainable.  Consequently, belief in God is senseless, since no one is able to prove His existence.  

There are two types of agnosticism: “limited” and “unlimited.”  Limited agnosticism holds that people do not possess all knowledge.  Unlimited agnosticism holds that people do not have any knowledge.  No one would dispute the claims of limited agnosticism.  Yet the claims of unlimited agnosticism, as we shall see, are highly exaggerated.  Historically, names often associated with agnosticism are David Hume, Immanuel Kant and A. J. Ayre. 

Since in the modern world, a new form of agnosticism, postmodernism, has eclipsed the original variety, we will proceed directly to a discussion of this new form.  Our evaluation of postmodernism will serve as an evaluation of agnosticism and skepticism in general. 

2. Postmodernism

а. Definition of Postmodernism

Postmodernists also deny that a person can know truth. Yet in distinction from agnostics, they do not object to faith in the existence of a Higher Being.  Many of them consider themselves believers in God.  At the same time, they feel that faith operates purely in the subjective realm.  In other words, one can believe in spiritual things, but he/she may not claim that his/her personal convictions are universally true.   

Stanley Grenz generalizes postmodernism in the following way.  Postmodernism “marks the end of a single, universal worldview.  It replaces these with a respect for difference and a celebration of the local and particular.  Postmodernism likewise entails a rejection of the emphasis on rational discovery through the scientific method.”
  Postmodernism strives not to subdue nature, but to cooperate with it.  It takes into consideration the whole person, including emotions and intuition.  It gives more attention to community. 

There are two types of postmodernism: “hard” and “soft.”  “Hard” postmodernism rejects the existence of truth, while “soft” postmodernism concedes that truth many exist, but we cannot know it.  We have already discussed and refuted the claim that truth does not exist.  Therefore, in our following discussion, we will focus on the claim that truth cannot be known. 

b. Origins of Postmodernism

The term “postmodernism” first appeared in the 1930’s to describe a style of art characterized by variety.  Later, in the 1970’s it appeared in the world of architecture to describe structures that “purposely explore and display incompatibilities of style, form, and texture.”
  Now, the term relates to an entire philosophical movement, which has already captured modern philosophical thought.  The literary work that likely launched this movement was an article in 1979 by Jean-Francios Lyotard entitled The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.

The term “postmodernism” contains the prefix “post,” which implies the existence of an earlier epoch in the history of philosophy, namely “modernism.”  Before modernism, the more ancient worldview “premodernism” prevailed.  We will unpack the terms “premodernism” and “modernism,” in order to better illuminate the significance of the postmodern movement.  

The era of premodernity stretched from antiquity to the time of the Enlightenment.  During this period, people believed that one can know truth and accurately express it in human speech.  People also believed in the existence of the spiritual realm and that history was moving in a linear fashion toward a predetermined goal.  The main theory of knowledge embraced at that time was authoritarianism.  J. Feinberg describes the era of premodernity (in the West) as follows, “The Roman Catholic Church fundamentally told people what was correct to believe, and if one was a Christian, one followed without question.  Governments were absolutist, and common people had little choice but to do what leaders demanded.”

As a result of the Enlightenment and the Protestant Reformation, however, thinkers in the West began to question the reliability of the main authority of the time – the Roman Catholic Church.  Copernicus, for example, proved that the Church was incorrect in its view of planetary movements.  Martin Luther proved it wrong even in religious matters. 

As a result of premodernism’s failure, another worldview arose to replace it: modernism.  In many ways, its views overlapped with premodernism, but it differed in that many modernists began to doubt that a spiritual realm existed or exerted an influence on life in this world.  Erickson describes this phenomenon: “Modern persons were looking for all-inclusive explanations of events and of reality, but believed that this could be done without recourse to anything supernatural.”
  This led to a movement called “reductionism,” which is the conviction that all knowledge is discovered through science.  

Carson feels that a primary feature of modernism was confidence in methodology.  This means that if we apply proper methodology for resolving any question, we can have full confidence that our results will be valid.
  Grenz observes in this era “absolute faith in human rational capabilities.”
 

The era of modernity saw the introduction of the theory of evolution as an alternative explanation of origins.  In addition, humanism occupied center stage in sociology, meaning that attention became focused more on people’s interests than on God’s.  Finally, empiricism and rationalism became the leading theories of knowledge, replacing authoritarianism.  

 Because of this paradigm shift, reason took preeminence over revelation.  This meant that truth was based not on authoritative Divine revelation, but on scientific discovery and logical deduction.  Correspondingly, deism encroached on theism, and natural law challenged the supremacy of God’s commandments.  People no longer saw themselves as the crowning glory of God’s creation, but as just one of innumerable elements in an impersonal cosmos.  Grenz expresses the mindset of modernity well: “The modern world turned out to be Newton’s mechanistic universe populated by Descartes’s autonomous, rational substance.”

Roy Clements comments on modernity’s view of reality and its perception: “Modern thought is based on the presupposition that there is an absolute reality external to the human mind, and that the rational processes of the mind are sufficiently congruent with that reality to give us reliable knowledge of it.”
  In the modern period, people felt that reason can “grasp reality as a whole” and “devise a true and complete description of the way the world actually is.”
  Robert Solomon gives the following description of this period (paraphrased):

At its core, the Enlightenment held to a bedrock faith in the ability of the self to discover universal, binding truths of science, politics, and morality.  Since it conceived of human nature as essentially rational, the Enlightenment could claim that every free individual would reach similar conclusions about the most crucial matters of civic, moral and intellectual life.

In spite of this optimism for the triumph of reason, the era of modernity still witnessed differences of opinion and differing points of view among thinking people.  Modernists explained this difficulty by positing that, although sound reason leads to unequivocal conclusions, not all people think clearly and rationally.

Nonetheless, modernity seemed to fail on other accounts as well.  First, rationalism and empiricism proved inadequate to provide a satisfying epistemological system that could encompass all of reality.  Second, in the early years of modernity, people felt that, empowered by this new worldview, society would soon attain utopia.  The sad record of modern history, including two tragic world wars, proved them wrong.
  In summary, Thomas Oden characterizes modernity as “moral relativism, narcissistic hedonism, naturalistic reduction and autonomous individualism.”
  He also comments, “The rhetoric of unrestrained, individual freedom is the prominent earmark of the spirit of modernity.”

Since the 1990’s, the prevailing worldview has been postmodernism.  Main contributors to its rise include Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951).  Although Kant lived in the 18th century, his philosophy, nonetheless, contributed greatly to the development of the postmodern worldview.  Donald Carson describes Kant’s influence as follows.  Kant “injected into modernity a seed that would grow and grow and ultimately destroy it… Kant argued for a position that has become an axiom of postmodernism.”
  Kant is famous for his publication Critique of Pure Reason, which delineates his view of knowledge and how we attain it. 

Having noted the failure of previous theories of knowledge, Kant created a new epistemological system that combined features of empiricism and rationalism.  He believed that people receive most of their knowledge through their five senses.  Yet, information received from the senses undergoes processing by a person’s rational facilities.  In fact, reason has access to intuitive knowledge, by which it can carry out this processing of sensory input.  Among the elements of this intuitive knowledge are such concepts as quality, relationship and time.  Kant claimed that with the help of these features a person can make sense of what they perceive from the outside world. 

Kant’s system, however, encountered a serious setback.  If all a person knows is the picture of reality his/her mind presents him/her with, then he/she has no direct contact with reality.  His/her knowledge depends totally on how his/her mind interprets sensory data.  In other words, direct contact with the outside world is unattainable.  Lundin comments on Kant, “By expressing those insights in a compelling manner, he helped to give birth to perspectivism and the culture of interpretation.”
  Similarly, Nietzsche believed that “all knowledge is a matter of perspective; that is, it is an issue of interpretation.”
 

We observe, then, that Kant’s philosophy results in skepticism.  If under Descartes people obtained a degree of certainty in their knowledge, under Kant they lost that confidence.
  R. C. Sproul adds that according to Kant’s teaching, faith in God is impossible to verify on rational grounds.
  Yet, Kant considered faith in God beneficial from a practical point of view.  Thus, two types of rationality emerge: “pure” and “practical” rationality.  Religious faith falls into the second category.
   

After Kant, other thinkers developed his views in a way that, according to Carson, would have shocked the German philosopher.
  Kant taught that the categories of thought for processing data in the human mind were the same for all individuals.  That means that if two people experience the same event in the world, they will perceive and interpret it the same way.  This correspondence between minds makes possible what Kant termed “transcendental pretense,” which enables the formation of a common basis for knowledge.  His aim, then, was not to advance skepticism, but to provide a surer foundation for human knowledge.
 

Yet, certain followers of Kant challenged his assertion about the correlation of all human thinking.  They claimed that each person has his/her own system for interpreting input from the world.  Culture, upbringing and experience exert a heavy influence on a person’s worldview and basic convictions and, consequently, his/her perceptions of reality.   

Consequently, such thinkers concluded that human subjectivity not only includes a lack of direct contact with the outside world, as Kant proposed, but extends also to interactions between individuals.  Since each person views life from his/her own subjective point of view, he/she is prevented from having meaningful interaction with other people.  In addition, postmodernists assert that isolation both from the world and from other people, caused by this subjective perception of reality, is insurmountable.  In other words, a person cannot free himself/herself from the prison of subjectivity.
  

Thus, according to postmodernism, every person perceives the world in his/her own way.  Everyone has their own view of reality conditioned by their personal experience in life.  Different people may experience the same event, but they interpret it differently.  Consequently, every individual lives in isolation, both from reality, which he/she perceives only indirectly, and from other people. 

After Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche, whom Grenz considers the “father of postmodernism,” also rejected the idea that a person is able to objectively perceive reality.
  Every individual creates his/her own reality by the way he/she processes knowledge.  Nietzsche believed (in the words of Grenz) that “we live in a constructed world that comes from our own perspective.”
  His view, known as “nihilism,” is the belief that life has no meaning.
  Furthermore, there exist no objective criteria for establishing universal values or standards.  Nietzsche calls this the “death of God.”  All people determine their own values and strive to actualize them and enforce them on others.  He calls this phenomenon “will to power.”  

Next, we will examine Wittgenstein’s philosophy and its effect on the rise of postmodernity.  Wittgenstein held to a theory called “logical positivism,” an empirical worldview that advanced the idea of knowledge obtained through the five senses.  Logical positivism, in turn, operated on the “verification principle,” which claimed that a statement has meaning or significance only under one of the following conditions.   

First, it can be a statement providing an irrefutable definition.  For example, the statement “a triangle has three sides” is an irrefutable definition.  In reality, it must be so.  The second form of a meaningful statement is one that we can prove empirically, that is, by sensory perception.  For example, the statement “the sky is blue” corresponds to our visual perception.  On the other hand, a statement like, “God loves you,” is not an irrefutable definition, nor can it be proven empirically.  Therefore, it is not a meaningful statement, that is, it does not correspond to reality. 

Yet, paradoxically, the verification principle excludes itself as a meaningful statement.  First, it is not an irrefutable definition.  Second, it cannot be confirmed by sensory perception.  Therefore, the entire system of logical positivism suffers from the fatal flaw of internal contradiction and cannot serve as a basis for knowledge. 

Although Wittgenstein held to logical positivism, he qualified the theory by saying that speech about God does have significance – not objectively, but subjectively.  “God-speech” has value if it aids people in practical living.  Yet, a believer in God should not claim that he/she knows objective truth about God.
  Finally, Wittgenstein also advanced the philosophical concept of “language games,” which we will discuss later. 

c. Further Description of Postmodernism

In this section, we will more fully describe the phenomenon of postmodernism and highlight the teachings of several of its modern proponents.  We will begin with the concept “conventionalism.” 

According to the postmodern worldview, as we have seen before, every person lives in their private “bubble” of subjectivity in isolation from others.  He/she interprets reality from his/her subjective point of view.  When someone encounters some object or event in the world, he/she uses certain words to describe it.  Yet, since people perceive reality differently, their use of the same words to describe these objects or events eventually leads to confusion in terminology.  What a certain word means for one person will differ from what it means for another.  We can thus define “conventionalism” by stating that all words that people use have a subjective meaning for that person alone, reflecting that person’s personal perception of the surrounding world.
  

Consequently, when someone reads a text, he/she ascribes to those words not the meaning the author intended, but his/her own personal meaning.  Due to the element of subjectivity, the reader does not comprehend authorial intent.  Thus, an insurmountable barrier exists between author and reader, which carries the designation “the death of the author,” since the reader cannot know what the author originally had in mind.
    

Clements summarizes the postmodern position concerning authorial intent: “The only question we are empowered to ask is ‘what does this text mean to me and my community?’  We cannot read out of a text the author’s intention.  We can only read into a text our own subjective response.”
  Therefore, as Miller claims, the reader does not discover knowledge, but creates it.
  Postmodernists feel that this “new reading” does not distort the text, but rather enriches it.
  Therefore, in the words of Grenz, “A denial of the reality of a unified world as the object of our perception is at the heart of postmodernism”.  In postmodernity, there is a replacement of “knowledge with interpretation.”
 

Since adherents of postmodernism reject the idea that someone can know truth, they also reject the so-called “correspondence theory of truth” as described in chapter one: that our words really do concur with reality.  Instead, they champion the “coherence theory of truth,” which states that human reasoning does not require an accurate description of reality, but simply internal consistency within the individual’s system of thought.  In other words, if someone’s worldview is free of logical contradictions, he/she is able to successfully function in life, even if that worldview does not correspond to reality.
 

Understanding the concept “conventionalism” allows us to move on to another key feature of postmodernism – the “language game.”  Although everyone has their own subjective perception of reality, it appears that a group of individuals may still share a common understanding of certain ideas or even have a common worldview.  For example, a group of people may share a common view of God’s nature.  Because of their common view, they can meaningfully discuss among themselves their common understanding of God.

Still, according to postmodern thought, their “God-speech” is based purely on their common agreement about who God is.  Their words about God have no value for describing objective reality, but simply serve the internal function of enabling fellowship between the members.  In other words, they are playing among themselves a “language game.”
  At the same time, it is worth noting that the inventor of the concept “language game,” Ludwig Wittgenstein, qualified his theory by saying that some “language games” do indeed relate to reality, namely, in the areas of logic and mathematics.
  

In a more “highly developed” form of postmodernism, advanced by Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and others, people not only interpret a text subjectively, but the text determines how that person perceives reality.  The essence of Heidegger’s thought was that a culture’s language preserves and promotes all the values and views of that culture.  A culture thus imposes these features on its members from generation to generation.  When someone is born into a culture and internalizes its language, that language determines how that person will think, believe and act.  In other words, language creates for that person his/her perception of reality.
 

Therefore, although language began as simply the avenue for communicating the values and views of culture, in the final analysis, it usurps the place of culture and becomes its defining factor.  In “conventionalism,” we say that language is the instrument of culture.  However, in Heidegger’s theory, culture is subject to language.   

Correspondingly, Ferdinand de Saussure taught that the speaker is “caught in the web of relationships spun by that language and by the social order that nourishes and sustains it.”
  In Richard Rorty’s opinion, “No power outside language and the human will rules the world,” and Jacques Derrida felt that nothing exists “behind or beneath” language.
  According to Wilhelm Dilthey, people inherit their worldview from tradition.
  Lundin describes this view in the following words: 

Every word that we use carries a history of associations and usages with it.  When we appropriate language for our own use, we inherit the moral history of the words we employ, even if we are attempting to do nothing more than use those words to get what we want.  Words do not simply influence our thinking; they undergird it, they shape it, and they direct it.

Another key term in the postmodern system of thought is “metanarrative.”  This is when someone insists that his/her view is true, and competing views are false.  Postmodernists contend for the elimination of all metanarratives, since no one has the right to claim exclusive knowledge of the truth.
  In addition, postmodernists categorically reject any so-called “great metanarrative,” which is a comprehensive worldview supposedly able to explain and define all elements of reality for all people.
   

Postmodernists think to find support for their theory in new approaches to science, such as the “quantum theory” and “theory of relativity.”  Researchers observe that in any scientific endeavor, there exists a certain degree of relativity and unpredictability.  Grenz comments, “Certainty simply evaporates at the subatomic level, leaving us with little more than probability and paradoxes… reality does not seem to be composed of independently existing particles at all, but of dynamic relations.”
  

Relativity in scientific observation finds expression in the widely accepted “Heisenberg Principle,” which states that “there is an essential indeterminacy about all phenomena that no kind or amount of observation can overcome.”
  Miller adds the following: “The world has come to be seen not as a system of independent atomic parts linked together by external mechanical relations, but, instead, as a dynamic nexus of internal relatings, actual and potential,” and “it suggest that the core of reality is mystery.”
  Bellah views science as a distinct culture, which, in the era of modernity, dominated human thought and compelled all to embrace its values and “facts.”
  Now, Burnham concludes, “The cultural hegemony of science has ended.  The fundamental characteristic of the new postmodern era is epistemological relativism.”

Modern proponents of postmodern theory are numerous, but among the more notable are Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault and Richard Rorty.
  In his philosophical reasoning, Derrida concentrated on the function of language, especially in written form.  He concluded that once a text is written, it becomes independent from its author and “lives its own life.”  In other words, the meaning of the text is not fixed by authorial intent, but the reader can freely interpret it.  Conservative author Carl Henry describes Derrida’s thought as follows: 

Deconstructionism strips reality and written texts of inherent meaning.  It reduces language to but a social construct mirroring the interpreter’s personal perspective.  Consequently, every interpreter is free to handle the text selectively, that is, to deconstruct it, and to refashion favored segments into fresh readings that reflect one’s own preferences without evident anchorage in the text.

In many ways, the French philosopher Michel Foucault follows the thinking of Nietzsche, in particular, in rejecting universal standards or values – everything is relative.  In addition, Foucault feels those who impose their standards on others are practicing oppression.  They use their knowledge to dominate others.
  Postmodernists, in general, accuse adherents of modernity of totalitarianism and consider unacceptable any attempt to enforce personal values on others.  

Finally, Richard Rorty embraces a pragmatic approach to life.  Like Nietzsche, he rejects the existence of universal standards and values and, like Foucault, feels that people use language to serve their own purposes.  In his opinion, the human is “a centerless and everchanging web of beliefs and desires that produces action.”
  Due to the subjective and egocentric nature of life, Rorty advances the idea of a “pragmatic utopia,” where people learn cooperation and tolerance. 

Thomas Oden suggests that the dominancy of relativism in the present age will eventually lead to a return to tradition, namely, to the teaching of the Church Fathers.
  In fact, some Eastern Orthodox theologians already utilize postmodern teaching to advance this idea.   

We will cite Russian Orthodox theologian Andrew Kuraev in this regard.  He writes, “Whoever would comment on Scripture, comments more on himself, than on the Gospel… The choice of passages examined and the commentary itself … depends on the commentator’s experience and cultural background.”
  In addition, “Interpretation is unavoidable, but there is no absolutely faithful rendering.”  Consequently, he accuses Protestants of subjectivity in interpretation: “What do Protestants preach?  Just their own understanding of the Gospel.”
 

Speaking from the Orthodox perspective, Kuraev proposes the following solution to the problem of subjectivity: “The appropriate interpretation of the Holy Text requires a certain internal spiritual experience.  Those in the Church who have that experience, to the degree that a person can possess it, we call Saints.”
  Furthermore, “Orthodoxy has carried through the ages the preaching of Jesus of Nazareth, which it received from the initial, mostly Near Eastern generation of Christians.”
  Finally, “It is illogical to expect religious revelation and religious instruction from a hedonistic, basically materialistic civilization.  We are now living in such a hedonistic civilization.”
 

Thus, Kuraev utilizes postmodern views to his advantage and thereby excludes any interpretation of Scripture by people of our day.  In his opinion, only ancient interpreters, that is, the Church Fathers, are able to objectively interpret the Bible.  Yet, in response to Kuraev, we ask how he can substantiate that the Church Fathers were not also subject the influence of the culture of their times?  

d. Value of Postmodernism

Before we attempt a refutation of postmodern thought, we can highlight a few positive contributions it makes.  Most notable is that postmodernism forces us to admit that our presuppositions shape our worldview.  It is true that culture, experience, education and upbringing exert an effect on our perception of reality.  As Carson says, “Postmodernism gently applied rightly questions the arrogance of modernism.”
  It may certainly also be true that we employ our views to control and manipulate others.
  

Postmodernism also has value in motivating us to expand our horizons by examining other’s views and comparing them to our own, which can enrich our own understanding.  Carson adds the thought that postmodernism may reduce “cultural prejudice, racial arrogance, and religious bigotry.”
  Leslie Mark hopes that we can “rise above the nationalism, the ethnicity, the language, the culture which separates and that we deliberately incorporate people of diverse ethnicities into our family and fellowship.  Such an action will not destroy us; it will purify and enrich us as a part of God’s great family.”
 

Erickson points out another strong point.  In the period of modernity, as was noted earlier, many doubted that the spiritual realm existed or that it had any effect on life in this world.  However, in the postmodern era, where society no longer feels itself bound to scientific objectivity, people are more open to supernatural phenomena.
  Similarly, Allen refers to the element of “mystery” in postmodernity, which makes it more difficult to exclude the idea of God’s existence.  In modernity, people felt more bound to a rationalistic and empirical frame of mind.
  

Finally, Grenz adds the notion that in postmodernity we view people more wholistically, that is, we take into consideration not only their minds, but also their emotions.  Additionally, he applauds postmodernity’s emphasis on community.
 

e. Refutation of Postmodernism

Although we were able to underscore several positive elements of postmodernism, nonetheless, we also encounter some serious deficiencies that have destructive consequences.  We will begin with internal contradictions present in the system.  It is highly interesting to note that in propagating their ideology, postmodernists do not hesitate to utilize human language.  However, we must ask, “If, as postmodernists inform us, there exists an insurmountable barrier between author and reader, then how can postmodern authors expect us to understand their teachings?”  Yet, this obvious contradiction does not prevent them from writing and publishing their materials.   

With a note of sarcasm, Hodges writes, “To the postmodernist, all communication is theory-laden and can never point to ultimate reality of any kind.  It is, however, interesting to note that postmodernists continue to try to tell us this by using language.”
   Frame reasons likewise, “If postmodernists want to be consistent in denying objective truth, they should abandon the attempt to persuade others of the truth of their position.”
  In addition, Geisler correctly notes that if postmodernists wish to conduct themselves in a way consistent with their philosophy, then all that remains for them to do is to imitate the behavior of the ancient philosopher Cratylus, who, in response to any question, would simple wiggle his finger to indicate that he heard it.
 

Plantinga makes the insightful observation that the conviction of postmodernists, that all knowledge is culturally determined, is itself determined by postmodern culture.  It follows, then, that the postmodern view of reality is also relative and, consequently, unsubstantial.
   

Moreover, theoretically postmodernism gives no place to metanarratives.  Yet, proponents of this view themselves champion the causes of social justice and support for minorities (which, of course, is praiseworthy).  However, if postmodernists forbid others to establish universal directives, then how can they insist that we observe theirs?   

In postmodern philosophy, we encounter other illogical elements as well.  The fact is that it is impossible to deny the existence or knowability of truth.  If a person claims that there is no truth, or that it cannot be known, he/she is actually confirming its existence.  He/she considers it true, that truth does not exist or cannot be known.
  In addition, concepts like “improvement” or “progress,” which all people accept, cannot exist without a universal standard (that is, a metanarrative).  Words like “improvement” or “progress” imply the existence of a universal standard, which all people strive to attain. 

In this connection, the following words of Schneiders are especially interesting: “The biblical worldview has ceased to be the going ideology and has become instead a dialogue partner worthy of respect only if it offers something better than what is attainable by other means.”
  Yet, we must ask Schneiders, “If all truth is relative and there are no objective standards, then what exactly is ‘better,’ and who has the right to define it?” 

If postmodernists claim that they do not believe in progress, even here they contradict themselves.  The term “postmodernity” itself implies an improvement over “modernity.”
  As John Feinberg notes, postmodernism is ready to allow different coexisting worldviews within its system, but is not ready to admit the coexistence of postmodernity and modernity.  Postmodernity, of course, is “better.”
   

Furthermore, postmodernists, along with Kant, assume that human reason distorts the information it receives from the five senses, resulting in an inaccurate picture of reality and loss of contact with the world.  However, why is this necessarily so?  Quite possibly, our mind gives us an accurate picture of external reality.
   

Carson makes the helpful observation that postmodernists fail to make a distinction between the concepts of “true knowledge,” and “absolute knowledge.”  They feel that if we are not able to perceive reality with absolute precision, that is, posses “absolute knowledge,” then we should place no reliance on our knowledge at all.  However, the fact that our knowledge is partial and imperfect certainly does not mean that it does not correspond to reality in some fashion.  It is far better to perfect the knowledge we have than to abandon the search for knowledge completely.
 

Copan challenged Kant’s philosophy, questioning that if people have no direct contact with reality, then how does Kant know that the real (the so-called “noumenal”) world exists at all beyond the boundaries of human sensory perception (the so-called “phenomenal world”)?  The philosopher Joann Fichte (1762-1814), in fact, challenged Kant’s conviction that the real world existed beyond the phenomenal at all.
  In addition, how does Kant, trapped in his own “bubble” of subjectivity, know that the noumenal world is unknowable?
     

Furthermore, the claims of postmodernism do not correspond to human experience.  Our interactions with individuals and objects in our surroundings convincingly confirms that we indeed have contact with the world.  Moreover, the reality, which we contact each day, operates on a logical basis.  J. Feinberg writes, “In our world there just are not logically contradictory states of affairs.”
 

Similarly, the lifestyle postmodernists lead is not consistent with their teaching.  They live and deal with life issues as if they really do perceive reality.  The distinguished 20th-century philosopher Francis Schaeffer aptly expressed this thought:

Each person is still in touch with the reality of the world… the more closely one lives out one’s presuppositions as a non-Christian, the further removed one is from the real world, and the more closely one lives in contact with the real world, the more inconsistent one is with one’s presuppositions.
 

In addition, in the postmodern system we encounter serious practical problems.  Without a universal standard (metanarrative), there is no basis for resolving conflicts between people or nations.  Clearly, there must exist some universal and inviolable ethical values.  Who would doubt, for example, that the holocaust was evil?
  In the context of moral relativism, life is reduced to a struggle for survival, as Lundin describes: 

Instead of appealing to authority outside ourselves, we can only seek to marshall our rhetorical abilities to wage the political battles necessary to protect our own preferences and to prohibit expressions of preference that threaten or annoy us.

We also note, as Linbeck states, that without a recognition of universal standards, genuine discussions and debates lose their potency.  Discussions and debates motivate society towards progress and improvement of living conditions.  If reality is relative, though, who can prove that their position is “right?”
  Along with that, we recall that modernism failed because it did not produce the expected utopian society.  How about the condition of the world under postmodernism?  Are we living in Paradise?  It appears not.  Carson points to the “intellectual, moral, and existential bankruptcy of the age.”

In defense of faith in absolute truth (not defined as simple “agreement” between parties), we can appeal to the discipline of mathematics.  Mathematics operates independently of culture, education or upbringing.  Along with this, one cannot dispute the truth of certain natural phenomena.
  Gravitational force, for example, is evident to all.

Furthermore, we must distinguish the source of knowledge from its basis.  In other words, the fact that elementary education was the source of some of our knowledge (which some would call a “language game”) in no way means that the school necessarily created those facts.  It is fully possible that those facts are based in reality.  

Furthermore, we need to consider Carson’s suggestion that postmodernism may be exaggerating the influence of culture, education and upbringing on a person’s worldview.  He writes, “Clearly the interpretive community, the nurturing community, the community of faith, plays an important role in an individual’s understanding, but it is not necessarily a determinative or decisive role.”
  In other worlds, a person is not necessarily a slave of his/her culture, but may hold to views that markedly differ from it.  In fact, history abounds with examples of reformers, who rejected the “status quo” of their times.
 

We can note still another weakness in this view: postmodernists often practice what we may call “intolerant tolerance.”  By that, we mean that in theory they should equally respect the convictions and values of others.  Yet, what will they do with those who claim to preach absolute truth: such as conservative Muslims, Christians and Jews?  These groups believe that they possess the truth and that all others must accept their teachings.  

How, then, can postmodernism respect and affirm religions that reject other religions?  In reality, among postmodernists often develops a negative, even hostile attitude toward conservative adherents of such religions.  Yet how can one reconcile tolerance with hostility?  It seems that postmodernism is tolerant in theory only, since at times it breeds rude intolerance.
  Carson comments, “If any religion claims that in some measure other religions are wrong, a line has been crossed and resentment is immediately stirred up.”
 

Finally, Allen correctly states that humans, by nature, seek significance and meaning in life.  This need is best met by a worldview that claims knowledge of absolute truth.
  Human striving to discover the meaning of life can serve as confirmation that one actually exists.  People will not be content for long with a relativistic worldview that denies them meaning in life and the accompanying sense of significance and self-respect. 

3. Conclusions

In conclusion, we can affirm the following.  First, we freely admit that such factors as education, culture and upbringing can effect our perception of truth and can lead to its distortion.  There is wisdom in Paul Ricœur’s counsel to maintain an attitude of “hermeneutical doubt,” which means that we are ready to test our views and submit them to criticism.
 

On the other hand, in light of the many logical inconsistencies in postmodernism and problems in its practical application, we cannot affirm this view or recommend its acceptance.  The fatal weakness in this view, it appears, is the claim that the barrier of subjectivity is insurmountable – that people are hopelessly trapped in it.  While admitting the barrier of subjectivity exists, we resist the conclusion that a person cannot overcome it to a significant degree, at least to the degree that he/she can not only survive, but also thrive in a reality properly perceived and interpreted.    
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