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The praxis o f modern culture, includ
ing its life styles, values, metaphors, 
languages, myths, etc. have been almost 
imperialistically generated and domi
nated by science. The scientific culture 
is universal because, as Peacocke has 
rightly judged, “today one of the uni
versal languages of humanity cutting 
across all cultural boundaries is that of 
science” (1989:11). This dialectical 
mutuality between science and culture 
has been a historical reality over the 
centuries, and this indissoluble link be
tween the two is what has brought sci
ence and scientific issues on to the plat
form o f  the postmodern debates. No 
wonder the polyvalence of the concept 
of modernity has been so over-encom
passing:

It (Modernity) is the name given to a 
series of spectacular transformations 
of life that are the very stuff of any 
interpretation of our contemporary 
situation: from feudal economic sys
tems, to free-market, industrialized 
economies; from political power, con
centrated in the hands of a few, to vast 
democratic institutions that encourage 
wide distribution of information and

responsibility; from natural science as 
primarily classification and descrip
tion, to an internationally coordinated 
quest for progressive, experimentally 
supported theories that enable predic
tion and control; from candles and ox- 
drawn plows, to a panoply of techno
logical marvels that have transformed 
the average standard of living and the 
way we relate to the world around us; 
from widespread superstition and cre
dulity that lent itself to exploitation 
by a few and preserved ignorance of 
social and psychological realities, to 
an equally wide-spread spirit of criti
cism that has given birth to free speech 
and the free press, to social and po
litical institutions with a rudimentary 
capacity to criticize and correct them
selves, and to the systematic study of 
human psychology, religion and so
cial life (Wildman 1996: 43).

The transition of modernity in its 
manifold dimensions to postmodernity 
is effected by a series of factors. Sci
ence has played a crucial role in this 
transition. There has been substantive 
interaction between the postmodern cul
tural and intellectual transition and the 
transition in the scientific scenario. The
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m ove from  m o d ern ism  to 
postmodernism, scientifically under
stood, is a move from the classical or 
Newtonian worldview to the relativis- 
tic-quantum worldview. Nevertheless, 
there exists a number of conceptual 
commonalities between the postmodern 
tenets and the emergent scientific per
spectives. My concern in this paper is 
to highlight these commonalities of per
spectives from ontological, epistemo- 
logical and anthropological points of 
view and to show the divergent roles 
played by modern sciences in effecting 
the transition from modernity to post 
modernity.

1. M odernity'- The Epistem ic,
A nthropic and O ntological
Assumptions
The Scientific paradigm that domi

nated and in some way controlled the 
conceptual foundations of the social, 
religious, cultural and philosophical 
currents of modernity was the classical 
paradigm founded on Newtonian me
chanics, which was corroborated by 
logical positivism in the 20lh century. In 
the history o f science, the 17lh and 19th 
centuries witnessed the unprecedented 
tr ium ph  o f  N ew ton ian  m echan ics . 
Newtonian mechanics was based on the 
idea that the universe works like a huge 
machine according to some fundamen
tal laws of nature. Determinism was the 
immediate consequence of this outlook. 
The universe is viewed as a great clock 
set in motion. The future of the universe 
is already determined by the past; which 
as finite beings we cannot know, but 
which is known by the divine mind. In 
a way, eternity has already happened. 
We are mere spectators of an eternally

pre-determined cosmic drama. It was a 
world-view, which arose due to the de
velopment of science, mainly the sci
ence of mechanics, chemistry and medi
cine. It arose as an attempt to eliminate 
from science all unobservable elements 
like substantial form, vital force, etc.

According to the Newtonian view, 
all phenomena of our experience can be 
explained in terms of matter in motion 
and interaction between parts of matter. 
In other words, the laws of mechanics 
can explain everything. It claims that all 
phenomena of our experience can be 
accounted for in terms of four funda
mental elements, namely, mass, force, 
space and time. The laws of mechanics 
are universal. They can explain even 
biological phenomena. Chance and con
tingency have no place in science. This 
view has led to physical reductionism, 
which means reducing biological organ
isms to machines, and thereby reducing 
biology to physics and chemistry.

Epistemologically, mathematical 
formalism is emphasized. Laws of me
chanics are expressed in terms of math
ematics and everything can be explained 
in terms of mathematics. Due to the 
stress on mathematics, absolute accu
racy and certainty began to be empha
sized. Absolute objectivity is thought to 
be possible. Subjectivity has no place 
in science. Despite the fact that New 
ton, Galileo and Kepler were strong be
lievers, the end of this theory was athe
ism. Spirit and spiritual beings have no 
place here. The matter spirit distinction 
got blurred. Intelligence is no more a 
quality of the soul, but of sophisticated 
complex matter. The consciousness and 
spirituality of the humans are explained

120 Jnanadeepa 2002, Vol. 5, No. 1



as the reflective properties of sophisti
cated matter.

The logical positivists were react
ing against the intrusion of metaphys
ics into science. To demonstrate the 
meaninglessness of metaphysics was 
their goal. Logical positivism went to 
the extreme of claiming that any knowl
edge that is not based on experience is 
invalid. Any valid statement must have 
an empirical basis. Science according 
to them is a set of laws, theories, con
cepts, etc. Scientific knowledge is gov
erned by strict rules of rationality. Non- 
scientific factors like prejudices, up
bringing, status o f  a scientist, etc. have 
nothing to do with science. Scientific 
know ledge is totally objective. Sci
ence is valid for all places, persons 
and times. Logical Positivists advo
cated the verification theory o f m ean
ing. It says that a statem ent is m ean
ingful only if it is empirically verifi
ab le . A c o n t in g e n t  p ro p o s it io n  is 
meaningful only if there is an em piri
cal method for deciding whether it is 
true or false.

Ontological determinism gave rise 
to methodological reductionism and sci
entific absolutism. An explanation of 
the mysteries o f a human being needed 
nothing more than a few neurological 
and psychological traits. This scientific 
absolutism was distasteful to religion. 
Religions, especially monotheistic reli
gions, in defence of their metaphysical 
presuppositions, became the major op
ponents of science. The split and antago
nism between science and religion is the 
natural consequence of the determinis
tic world-view adopted at the beginning 
of the modern era:

Our modern western civilization be
gan with a kind of cultural schizophre
nia. Our scientific enterprise effec
tively decoupled itself from our hu
manistic-spiritual traditions at the be
ginning of the modern period. All for 
good reasons, yes, but now the neu
rosis spreads over several continents. 
Enmeshed in the most terrifying pa
thology in the history of humanity, we 
can perhaps dare to ask if this was 
such a good idea, this splitting of the 
universe (Swimme 1985: 17).

Another theoretical consequence 
of the reductionistic and mechanistic 
worldview was the “disenchantment and 
desacralization of the world” (Arakkal 
1988: 47). There are many religions, 
which attribute a certain amount of di
vinity to material realities like the earth, 
the sky, the sun, rivers, stones, moun
tains, etc. The mechanistic understand
ing of the world makes no room for such 
an approach. A profound dedivinization 
of the world and a disenchantment of 
nature and natural powers are the out
com e. T h o u g h  the m e c h a n is t ic  
worldview had been a decisive step to
wards our technological and scientific 
enhancement, it has to be considered a 
m ixed  b le s s in g  in reg a rd  to the 
dedivinization of the world.

Anthropologically, an extreme for
mulation of the spirit-matter dualism to 
be found in the seventeenth century 
philosophy of Rene Descartes also ac
com panied the birth of modernism. 
D escartes’ famous sentence Cogito, 
ergo sum  - I think, therefore 1 exist - 
has led Westerners to equate their iden
tity with their mind, not with their whole 
being. When humans understand them
selves as mere aggregates of parts, it will
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reflect in their view of the world as a 
multitude of separate objects and events:

The belief that all these fragments - 
in ourselves, in our environment, and 
in our society - are really separate can 
be seen as the essential reason for the 
present series of social, ecological, 
and cultural crises. It has alienated us 
from nature and from our fellow hu
man beings. It has brought a grossly 
unjust distribution of natural re
sources, creating economic and politi
cal disorder, an ever-rising wave of 
violence, both spontaneous and 
institutionalised, and an ugly, polluted 
environment in which life has become 
physically and mentally unhealthy 
(Capra 1984: 9).

M ech an ism , re d u c t io n ism , 
anthropocentrism, determinism, objec
tivity, certainty, absolutism, etc. are the 
central pillars of the modernity. These 
perspectives have broken the awareness 
of a universal harmony between God, 
humans and the rest of the creation. Iso
lation, privatisation, objectification etc., 
were the result of this alienated state of 
affairs. A total fragmentation of Real
ity into subject and object, into humans 
and the world, etc., were the necessary 
consequences.

Scientific and technological devel
opments have led to a denial of the 
“ m ystery” of the universe. Science 
claimed to be able to interpret every
thing in terms of objective and rational 
knowledge. Humanity hoped to reach 
the zenith of everything on the wings 
of science. A universal scientific cul
ture which resulted in the termination 
of all divergent and local natural values 
was the immediate result of it. Unfortu
nately, when the polar ends came closer

on the wings of science, hearts were Hy
ing away. Humanity was thrown away 
from the noble cosmic hearts of solidar
ity, unity and harmony.

The technological age marked a 
total flight of humanity from the bosom 
of Mother Earth. The radical dualism 
between heaven and earth and loyalty 
to rationalism and science are some of 
the characteristic features of the value 
system of this stage. “We switched our 
worship from the heavenly Father to this 
worldly science, from the veneration of 
religious saints to the almost religious 
belief in the capacity of our scientific 
saints to understand and control our 
world. And, consistent with Epoch II 
values, the prodigal son’s theology was 
“3 M ” - masculinity, materialism and 
machines” (Keck 1993: 219).

This am bivalence brough t out 
mostly by the sciences leads us to think 
along with Wesley J. Wildman that the 
“root cause of the problematic charac
ter of modern western culture is a pro
found confusion, a schizophrenic uncer
tainty, about how to be in the world” 
(Wildman 1996:44). This schizophrenic 
tension is manifested in the economic, 
political and religious life of the con
temporary West. The economic prac
tices of the free-market economy under
mining the moral and natural resources 
necessary for its own continuation, the 
failure of the western democratic politi
cal institutions to give leadership to their 
constituents such as family, education, 
etc. are remnants of the chasm within 
modern culture.

Most of us in the West no longer 
confuse between myth and history, but 
neither do we know how to
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reappropriate our demythologised 
stories. We seem to know a great deal 
about how we human beings and the 
world work, but we are often at a loss 
to know how to affirm meaning for 
our existence in that supposedly “well 
understood” world, unless it is by 
means of regression to that naivete so 
seductively packaged in religious 
fundamentalism and political 
fanaticism of the right and the left 
(Wildman 1996: 44).

2. P o s t m o d e r n i t y  -  T h e  P o s t -  
N ew ton ian  Scientific P a ra d ig m

The triumph of modernity coupled 
with the onslaught of the scientific cul
ture was powerful and pervasive. But it 
was too one-sided to last forever. Hence, 
the crucial question raised in the middle 
of the 20th century was “whether this 
Western cultural prodigal will return 
home” (Wildman 1996:44). An ancient 
Chinese proverb says that the yang - one 
of the two polar opposites in the cyclic 
motion of the Tao - having reached its 
climax retreats in fervour of the other, 
yin. If the classical ideals of objectivity, 
determinism, reductionism, etc. resulted 
in the plight of modernity, the self-criti
cal spirit of modernity as manifested in 
the postmodern strategy of the human 
quest for understanding has retrieved the 
opposite direction showing an unprec
eden ted  level o f  un if ica tion  and 
defragmentation. The Relativistic Quan
tum paradigm often termed as the new 
physics has radically altered the very 
frameworks of our ontological, epistemo- 
logical, anthropological and theological 
th ink ing . The d iv e rg en t tenets  o f 
postmodernism are equally paralleled by 
a scientific phenomenon that it is often 
difficult to distinguish between the two.

2.1 T h e  U nify ing  O n to logy

Classical physics believed that 
every reality in the world is made up of 
some material stuff. It always associated 
the mass of an object with some mate
rial substance. This belief in some “ba
sic building blocks” of the universe was 
com plete ly  shattered  by E in s te in ’s 
theory of relativity. Einstein’s strong 
faith in the inherent harmony of the uni
verse is manifest in his theory of rela
tivity, which showed that the mass of 
an object has nothing to do with any 
substance. Mass of an object is nothing 
but a form of energy. It means that a 
particle can no longer be seen as a static 
object, but rather as a dynamic pattern. 
Since every object in the world is un
derstood as a pattern of energy, in rela
tivity theory the whole universe appears 
as a dynamic web of inseparable pat
terns (Capra 1984: 186-188).

According to the classical under
standing, the universe consisted of solid 
objects. In N ewton’s own words: “ It 
seems to me that God in the beginning 
formed matter in solid, massy, hard, im
penetrable movable particles, of such 
sizes and figures, and with such other 
properties, and in such proportion to 
space, as most conducive to the end for 
which he formed them; and these primi
tive particles being solids, are incom
parably harder than any porous bodies 
compounded of them” (Crosland 1971: 
76).

M ax P la n c k ’s d is c o v e r ie s  
regarding heat radiation was a turning 
point in the development o f modern 
physics. Max Planck discovered that the 
en e rg y  o f  heat is e m it te d  not 
continuously, but as energy packets.
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T his  led to the d isco v e ry  o f  the 
probability waves in quantum physics. 
A cco rd in g  to H e isenberg : “The 
probability wave... means a tendency for 
something. It is a quantitative version 
o f the old co n cep t o f  p o te n tia  in 
A ristotle’s philosophy. It introduces 
som eth ing  s tand ing  in the m iddle  
between the idea of an event and the 
actual event, a strange kind of physical 
reality  ju s t  in the m iddle betw een 
possib ility  and rea li ty ” (Q uoted  in 
Herbert 1987: 27). The discovery of the 
p ro b a b i l i ty  w aves  in q u an tu m  
m ech an ic s  to ta lly  d e s t ro y e d  the 
classical concepts of solid objects. The 
new discovery showed that the solid 
objects of classical physics were to be 
understood as wave-like patterns of 
p ro b ab ili t ie s .T h e  d eve lopm en ts  in 
particle physics further revealed that the 
probability waves actually represent the 
probabilities of interconnections. The 
subatomic particles get meaning only 
w hen they  are u n d e rs to o d  as 
interconnections.

Quantum theory has thus wiped 
out the theory of determinism. Classi
cal mechanics with its deterministic 
view of the entire material creation 
moving in a way that can be predicted 
with absolute accuracy left no room to 
chance. The ideas of probability, uncer
tainty, randomness, etc. which are so 
fundamental to quantum theory are in 
sharp  c o n tra s t  w ith  d e te rm in ism . 
Heisenberg takes a tough stand against 
any kind of a deterministic understand
ing of quantum theory. “The hope that 
new experiments will lead us back to 
objective events in time and space is 
about as well founded as the hope of 
discovering the end of the world in the

unexplored regions of the Antarctic” 
(Quoted in Herbert 1987: 17).

The reductionism, mechanism and 
determinism which provided the onto
logical foundations for the classical 
worldview have now retreated in favour 
of a more organic and indeterministic 
vision of reality. The shift from mod
ernism to postmodernism is thus paral
leled by this paradigmatic shift on the 
scientific scenario.

2.2 The Epistemological
Transition
Postm odern ism  is born out of 

modernism. The natural science of to
day can no longer be called ‘modern.’ 
It is in the p ro c e ss  o f  b e c o m in g  
postmodern science. Epistemological 
uncertainty as opposed to certainty, ex
istential insecurity instead of the mod
ern promise of security, ontological con
tingency against the modern necessity, 
the e th ica l  p a ra d o x e s  and  the 
re la t iv iz a t io n  o f  the  ab so lu te  
characterise postmodern philosophy, 
science, religion, literature and so forth 
(Puthenpurackel 1999: 5).

The theory of relativity, the quan
tum theory and chaos theory which con
stitutes the new physics point to the part
ing w ays w ith  the  c la s s ic a l  or 
Newtonian physics. The new physics 
and postmodernity enrich each other. 
Modernity argued for the truth existing 
independently of beliefs, concepts and 
human intelligence. Postmodernists do 
not agree with the objective character 
of truth. There is a plurality of belief 
systems. Postmodernists argue that there 
is no foundation to secure a universal 
and ob jective  reality. “P ostm odern
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thought is characterized by a loss of 
belief in an objective world and incre
dulity towards meta-narratives of legiti
mation” (Kavle 1995: 19).

Postmodernism means:

a doubt that any human truth is a 
simple objective representation of re
ality. A focus on the way societies use 
language to construct their own reali
ties. A preference for the local and 
specific over the universal and ab
stract. A renewed interest in narrative 
and story-telling. Acceptance that dif
ferent descriptions of reality can’t al
ways be measured against one another 
in any final, i.e., objective and non
human-way. A willingness to accept 
things as they are on the surface rather 
than to search (Kavle 1995: 18).

2.3 Loss o f B elie f in O bjective
World
Tw o s ig n if ic a n t  fe a tu re s  o f  

postm odernism , as described by the 
American critic Fredric Jameson, are 
‘pastiche’ and schizophrenia (Sarup 
1998: 146). By pastiche is meant that 
there are no longer innovations but only 
a rediscovery of something that preex
isted. This is a practice of style, the imi
tation of dead styles so that we become 
unable to focus on the present (time). 
And we have a tendency to look at our
se lves h is torica lly . “ Postm odern ity  
seeks to leave alterity as its destiny and 
not to be the source of alterity in so far as 
postmodemity chooses not to produce the 
differentiated or disseminated other” 
(Calcagno 1997: 819). Postmodern phi
losophy typically opposes foundationa- 
lism, essentialism and realism. In short, it 
is said that postmodern philosophy is a 
kind of negation of all sorts of established

thought, valued and preserved until the 
middle of the last century.

P o s tm o d ern  p h i lo so p h y  is 
usuaully regarded as a complex struc
ture of concepts which includ an anti- 
essentialism; anti-epistemological stand 
po in t;  a n t i - re a l is m ; a n ti - fo u n -  
dationalism; opposition to transcenden
tal argum ents and a transcendental 
standpoint; rejection of the idea that 
knowledge is accurate representation; 
rejection of truth as correspondence to 
reality;...rejection of principles, distinc
tions, and categories that are thought to 
be unconditionally binding for all times, 
persons, and places; and suspicion of 
metanarratives of the sort perhaps best 
illustrated by dialectical materialism... 
it also rejects the traditional dream of a 
complete, unique and closed explana
tory system typically fueled by binary 
oppositions (Audi 1995: 634).

Post modernists generally reject 
foundationalism, which is in quest of an 
absolutely clear and certain foundation 
of knowledge. Thus, the very central 
ideas of the Cartesian vision are turned 
down. Epistemological certainty, logi
cal validity and metaphysical necessity 
are questioned. It is claimed that there 
is no universal truth that is valid for all. 
A n t i - fo u n d a t io n a l is m  leads  to 
relativization in the sense that the mean
ing and truth of our judgment are rela
tive to certain convention or local ex
perience (Charlesworth 1976:194).

A parallel to the postmodern shift 
in the ep is tem ological paradigm  is 
found in the emphasis laid by philoso
phers of science on the uncertainty and 
subjective dimension of the scientific
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knowledge. The uncertainty or indeter
minacy principle expounded by Werner 
Heisenberg constitutes the most central 
principle of the quantum theory.

This principle says that it is impos
sible to determine exactly both the po
sition and momentum of a particle at the 
same time. No matter how we try, no 
matter how sophisticated the instru
ments we use, there will be a certain 
amount o f uncertainty. Thus, uncer
tainty principle puts a natural limit to 
precise measurement of atomic particles 
on theoretical grounds. If we try to know 
the position with complete accuracy, 
then the momentum or velocity escapes 
us completely. Thus, the uncertainty 
principle arises not simply due to the 
disturbance on the event by measure
ment but as an actual property of physi
cal events. In other words, the nature of 
reality is such that we cannot have pre
cise knowledge of the velocity and po
sition at the same time. It means that 
the clear-cut particle of classical phys
ics no longer represents the real state, but 
only the idealised state. The uncertainty 
principle restricts the scope of our knowl
edge of the ultimate structure of reality. 
The absolute certainty of classical phys
ics is absolutely under scrutiny here.

The subatomic world is a world of 
puzzles, paradoxes and perplexities. 
Chaos, randomness and probabilities 
rule the subatomic world. The sub
atomic units of matter are abstract enti
ties which have a dual aspect. Depend
ing on how we look at them, they ap
pear sometimes as particles and some
times as waves. This is a very strange 
property of matter. A particle is confined 
to a very small volume. But a wave is

spread over a large region of space. It 
was the observation of this paradox that 
finally led to the discovery of the new 
quantum theory. The contradiction be
tween particles and waves was solved 
as the physicists realized that subatomic 
entities are merely “tendencies to exist,” 
and atomic events do not occur with 
certainty at definite times and definite 
ways, but rather shows “tendencies to 
occur” (Capra 1984: 39). This means 
that unlike our ordinary experience, 
matter at the subatomic level is only a 
quasi-reality. Quantum physics brought 
in a new vision of matter. Matter itself 
is not purely material in quantum phys
ics. It was here the scientists felt that 
they were slowly losing their grip on 
reality.

Again, the laws of atomic physics 
are expressed in terms of probabilities. 
Probability means we can never predict 
an atomic event with certainty; but we 
can only say how likely it is to happen. 
This is because subatomic events do not 
occur with certainty. They occur at ran
dom. The certainty of the macroscopic 
world is reduced to uncertainty in the 
microscopic world.

The subject-object distinction of 
the macroscopic world does not exist 
clearly in the microscopic world. This 
is evident from the experiences of the 
physicists in the microscopic world. 
Herbert’s imagination beautifully con
veys this idea:

Suppose, the famous quantum physi
cist Max Born, decides on Monday 
morning to face the quantum facts. 
Putting on quantum-resistant body ar
mor, he climbs inside his bubble 
chamber, waves goodbye to the work-
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a-day world, and prepares to enter the 
mysterious realm of the quantum 
world. Suddenly he drops through the 
world’s phenomenal surface into deep 
quantum reality. Holy Heisenberg! 
Centuries of Newtonian certainties 
vanish in an instant. Solid objects melt 
into the undivided wholeness as he 
enters the place without preparation. 
Max’s subject-object membrane dis
solves. He mixes with the mystery. In 
tune with totality he feels he is in a 
new universe and that universe is he 
himself (Herbert 1987:55-56).

Mass, force, space and time were 
the fundamental pillars of Newtonian 
Physics. However, the new physics 
challenges this by reducing force to 
field, mass to energy, and solid atoms 
into subatomic particles. Here we have 
the postmodern traces of blurring and 
transcending boundaries.

The recent insights into the nature 
o f science and scientific knowledge as 
highlighted by the historicists and his
torical realists also are analogically in 
tune with the postm odern  traits o f 
knowledge. Historicists emphasized the 
history o f  science. Historicism arose 
mainly as a reaction against logical posi
tivism. The historicists looked at science 
as it is, whereas the logical positivists 
looked at science as it should be. Their 
main aim was to demythologize the logi
cal positivist understanding of science. 
Historicists were of the opinion that 
there are also non-rational elements in 
science as opposed to the logical posi
tivists' mythical claims of the absolute 
rationality o f science. For historicists 
science is a mixture of rational and irra
tional elements. The logical positivists' 
belief that science has a unique claim to 
truth is proved to be mythical. Science

is just one among many other disci
plines. According to the historicists 
nothing in science is permanent. Mean
ing, criteria, theories, methods and laws 
change.

The unique contribution of the his
toricists to scientific epistemology, criti
cally understood, is their emphasis on 
the Weltanschauung. Weltanschauung 
or world-view is a collection of factors 
like background, training, passions, 
bias, prejudices, etc. of the scientist. The 
worldview of the scientist plays a cru
cial role in science. The worldview 
colours and controls the world of the 
scientist. Philosophy of science is meant 
to identify this worldview.

The relativistic-quantum paradigm 
of the new physics has parted ways with 
the epistem ological assum ptions of 
Newtonian physics and logical positiv
ism, the hallmarks of modernism. Of 
course, science cannot stand apart from 
the m ainstream  cu ltu ra l evo lu tion , 
rather it has to pave the way for emerg
ing cultures.

2.3 The Anthropological
Transition
W here modern anthropologists 

advocated a mechanistic and dualistic 
v is ion  o f  the hum an  be in g , the 
postmodern anthropologists aim at a 
world in which all realities, cultures, 
worldviews, symbols, etc, flow together. 
In the w ords o f  R ichard  Shw eder, 
“There is no single best place to be 
raised, but one of the really good places 
to be raised is any place where you learn 
that there is no single best place to be 
raised. I call that place postmodern hu
manism” (1995: 74). It is an era of hu
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manism where the inside (native) is out 
and the outside (foreign) is in. Its hu
manism is a universalism without uni
formity, which challenges us to do sev
eral apparently contradictory things 
(Shweder 1995: 68). The unity of hu
man beings is no longer to be found in 
something which makes us the same but 
in a universal original m ultiplicity 
which makes us so variegated that oth
ers become accessible and imaginable 
to us thorough some aspect of our own 
self (Shweder 1995: 74).

Hence, the scope of our generali
zation is restricted to local cultural 
worlds. It implies the transcending of 
the human spirit across divisions in cul
tural milieu and an appreciation of the 
value of alien things. The new human
ism acknowledges the intrinsic worth of 
each infinitesimal particle. Balancing 
multiplicity with due recognition of in
d iv id u a l i ty  is c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f  
postmodernism. Modernity’s concept of 
self as occupying the top rung of the 
ladder of reality has been relativised by 
postmodern thinkers (Anderson 1995: 
123). The human is put back as one 
am ong  the o th e r  re a l i t ie s .  For 
postm odernity there is no true self. 
“What is named as self is merely mo
mentary reflection of bodily states and 
environment; some say this is proving 
to be a sense of identity based on a real
ity o f im mersed interdependence in 
which it is a relationship that constitutes 
the s e l f ’ (Anderson 1995: 123). This 
m arks  the end  o f  in d iv id u a l ism . 
Postmodernity avoids the dichotomy of 
the other by regarding the other not as 
opposed to but as constitutive of the self.

Today in the scientific context, 
human being is no more the measure of

all things. In the light of the new phys
ics, a proper understanding of humans 
extends far beyond the cosmos to the 
consciousness of humans. Humans and 
the cosmos seem to join hands on the 
ground of reality in the bosom of the 
natural sciences.

The human observer, in atomic 
physics, is an essential part of the defi
nition of the properties of subatomic 
phenomena. The scientists, in atomic 
physics, can no more play the role of a 
d e tach ed  observer. C o n tem p o ra ry  
physicist John Wheeler, therefore, sug
gested replacing the word observer by 
the word participator in science:

Nothing is more important about the 
quantum principle than this, that it 
destroys the concept of the world as 
“sitting out there,” with the observer 
safely separated from it by a 20- 
centimetre slab of plate glass.... To 
describe what has happened, one has 
to cross out that old word “observer” 
and put in its place the new word “par
ticipator.” In some strange sense, the 
universe is a participatory universe 
(Wheeler and Mehra: 244; Quoted in 
Capra 1984: 127-128). Now in the 
postmodern scientific age we need to 
transcend our own egos. “So, from 
domination and pinnacle status we are 
now beginning to see ourselves as 
participants in an incredibly interre
lated, marvellously synergetic, eco
logical matrix - a point of view that 
emphasizes relationship, responsibil
ity, community, communion, and a 
common destiny” (Keck 1993: 226).

Copernicus threw us away from an 
illusory royal position at the centre of 
the universe. Galileo kept us aside as a 
mere spectator in the cosmos. Classical 
physics reduced us to a pure physical
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mechanism existing in itself. However, 
postmodemity and postmodern sciences 
have given us a glimpse at the polyva
lence of the human mystery. Einstein 
sums it up well: “A human being is part 
of the whole called by us ‘Universe’; a 
part limited in time and space. He ex
periences himself, his thoughts and feel
ings as something separated from the 
rest -  a kind of optical delusion of his 
consciousness. . . . Our task must be to 
free ourselves from this prison by wid
ening our circle of compassion to em
brace all living creatures and the whole 
o f  nature in its beau ty” (quoted in 
Herbert 1987: 250).1

The ontological, epistemological 
and anthropological transitions in the 
postmodern intellectual milieu place the 
human critical spirit on a rich produc
tive soil. The question here is not so 
m uch w h e th e r  p o s tm o d e rn i ty  has 
brought the prodigal back home, but 
how much postmodern humans can be 
at home in their newly discovered home. 
A w ell a u th e n t ic a te d  p rax is  o f  
postmodernity evident in a penetrating 
reassessment of the perennial founda
tions of our social, religious and politi
cal life may reinforce our optimism 
about the future of the postmodernism.
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