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2 o THE TRUTH ABOUT THE TRUTH

pigeonholed. An official said the whole system will probably have to
change: “Basically what you’re asking is a person’s judgment of their race or
ethnicity. And people’s perceptions of themselves and their answers can
change from census to census.”4

What is it that is going on here—here and everywhere—that produces such
a burst of cultural chaos and creativity, such rampant pluralism? What gives
so many people a feeling of permission to tinker with the hallowed symbolic
heritage of societies—mixing rituals and traditions like greens in a salad,
inventing new personal identities, revising old political ideologies, picking
and choosing what to believe and what not to believe? Is there a pattern that
links such diverse events as the collapse of Communism, the information/
communications revolution, the doctrinal civil wars within organized reli-
gions and the restless spiritual and cultural wanderings of the educated and
affluene?

The message of this book is that there is—that we are in the midst of a
great, confusing, stressful and enormously promising historical transition,
and it has to do with a change not so much in what we believe as in how we
believe.

People rarely understand or even notice great historical transitions as
they take place; it is said that Louis XVI, at the end of the day the Bastille fell,
wrote in his diary Rien, “Nothing happened.” Revolutions of belief are even
more elusive, because they take place within human minds. You don’talways
know what’s going on, even when it is your own mind that has been the
scene of the upheaval. It’s quite possible, for example, to go from secing
science as absolute and final truth to seeing it as an ever-changing body of
ideas—a bigtime shift, any philosopher will tell you—without feeling that
anything special has happened, without losing all confidence in scientific
facts: For all practical purposes the speed of light remains 186,000 miles per
second, gravity still makes water run downhill, and ontogeny goes right on
recapitulating phylogeny. It's equally possible to move from seeing a religion
as timeless truth to seeing it as the product of a certain culture—and still
happily worship at your church or temple.

People all over the world are now making such shifts in belief—to be
more precise, shifts in belief about belief. They are not, of course, always
doing it effortlessly. It’s true that some people scarcely notice the difference

when they cease to regard their society’s beliefs as absolutely the last word,
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4 ° THE TRUTH ABOUT THE TRUTH

of the eighteenth century until well into the twentieth. That was the project
aimed at getting all the world’s diverse peoples to see things the same way—
the rational way. The thinkers of the Enlightenment, Harvey said, “took it
as axiomatic that there was only one possible answer to any question. From
this it followed that the world could be controlled and rationally ordered if
we could only picture and represent it rightly. But this presumed that there
existed a single correct mode of representation which, if we could uncover it
(and this was what scientific and mathematical endeavors were all about),
would provide the means to Enlightenment ends.” The Enlightenment—
and the twentieth-century scientific rationalism that grew out of it—was not
only a philosophical effort, then, but an ideology of progress: a belief in
“linear progress, absolute truths, and rational planning of ideal social
orders.”®

Another book you're likely to hear quoted wherever anybody tries to
define postmodern is Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition.
Lyotard, a French philosopher, was commissioned by the Council of Uni-
versities of Quebec in the late 1970s to do a study on the state of knowledge
in the Western world. He said in his report that all modern systems of
knowledge, including science, had been supported by some “metanarrative’”’
or “grand discourse” about the main direction of history.

A metanarrative is a story of mythic proportions, a story big enough and
meaningful enough to pull together philosophy and research and politics
and art, relate them to one another, and—above all—give them a unifying
sense of direction. Lyotard cited as examples the Christian religious story of
God’s will being worked out on Earth, the Marxist political story of class
conflict and revolution, and the Enlightenment’s intellectual story of ratio-
nal progress. (For Americans, Manifest Destiny was once a great metanarra-
tive; for colonial powers, the theme of taking up “the white man’s burden”
served a similar purpose.) He proceeded to define the postmodern era as a
time of “incredulity toward metanarratives’ —all of them.

Lyotard didn’t mean that all people have ceased to believe in all stories,
but rather that the stories aren’t working so well anymore—in part because
there are too many, and we all know it. He took Yeats' famous “the centre
cannot hold” a step farther: He said there are a lot of centers, and none of
them holds. Instead, we are exposed to a babble of diverse and contradictory
fragments of stories, and the arts and sciences go their various ways.”

Lyotard’s argument was in some ways a subtle and difficult one, but it
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6 ° THE TRUTH ABOUT THE TRUTH

It doesn’t look like we are about to become all Christians, all Marxists, all
Muslims, all cool modern rationalists.

I'd sum it all up this way: People in premodern, traditional societies
had an experience of universality but no concept of it. They could get
through their days and lives without encountering other people with entirely
different worldviews—and, consequently, they didn’t have to worry a lot
about how to deal with pluralism. People in modern civilization have had a
concept of universality—based on the hope (or fear) that some genius,
messiah or tyrant would figure out how to get everybody on the same page—
but no experience of it. Instead, every war, every trade mission, every
migration brought more culture shocks. Now, in the postmodern era, the
very concept of universality is, as the deconstructionists say, “put into
question.” The old strategies of conquest, repression and conversion are still
being strenuously applied in many places—Ilabeled now by nifty euphe-
misms like “ethnic cleansing”—but they aren’t very effective. It begins to
look like we’re all going to have to get used to a world of multiple realities.

Postmodernity, then, is the age of over-exposure to otherness—
because, in traveling, you put yourself into a different reality; because, as a
result of immigration, a different reality comes to you; because, with no
physical movement at all, only the relentless and ever-increasing flow of
information, cultures interpenetrate. It becomes harder and harder to live
out a life within the premodern condition of an undisturbed traditional
society or even within the modern condition of a strong and well-organized
belief system. All the major-league belief systems are still around, but all of
them are in some kind of postmodern trouble: internal civil wars. Believers
commuting in and out. Innovators creating strange new variations—free-
market Communism, feminist Christianity, New Age science.

We are living in a new world, a world that does not know how to define
itself by what it is, but only by what it has just-now ceased to be.

AN “IsM” FOR OUR TIME

And, although it seems a bit nitpicky, I think it’s useful to make a distinction
between postmodernity and postmodernism—the first being the time (or

condition) in which we find ourselves, the second being the various schools
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8 ° THE TRUTH ABOUT THE TRUTH

is going to be occupied with it for a long time to come. And, although it
touches different people in vastly different ways, it is happening to us all. We
are all emerging from out of the security of our tribes, traditions, religions
and worldviews into a global civilization that is dazzlingly, overwhelmingly
pluralistic.

Surrounded by so many truths, we can’t help but revise our concept of
truth itself: our beliefs about belief. More and more people become ac-
quainted with the idea that, as philosopher Richard Rorty puts it, truth is
made rather than found.® This idea itself is not exactly new. It came into the
Eastern world with Buddhism about 2,500 years ago, and into the Western
world at about the same time with Heraclitus. It has been the message of
various mystics and philosophers over the centuries. It is like a minor theme
in a symphony that is heard at first faintly in the background and eventually
swells into dominance.

Seeing truth as made, not found—seeing reality as socially
constructed—doesn’t mean deciding there is nothing “out there.” It means
understanding that all our stories about what’s out there—all our scientific
facts, our religious teachings, our society’s beliefs, even our personal
perceptions—are the products of a highly creative interaction between
human minds and the cosmos. The cosmos may be found; but the ideas we
form about it, and the things we say about it, are made. One of the main
themes of postmodern thought is that language is deeply involved in the
social construction of reality. Rorty says: “We need to make a distinction
between the claim that the world is out there and the claim that truth is out
there. To say that the world is out there, that it is not our creation, is to say,
with common sense, that most things in space and time are the effects of
causes which do not include human mental states. To say that truth is not
out there is simply to say that where there are no sentences there is no truth,
that sentences are elements of human languages, and that human languages
are human creations.”?

Postmodern thought is closely linked to the “linguistic turn” in
philosophy—the growing consensus that ideas cannot be understood apart
from the language systems that produced them—and to recent research on
the human brain and nervous system. No serious postmodern thinker
believes that reality is constructed by an effortless whim: It is a complex and

in many ways still mysterious process. It involves minds and bodies, cool
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