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Postmodernism

• Postmodernism is difficult to define in precise terms, due to 
the fact that at its core, it is used as a label for anything that 
questions concepts like certainty, meaning, identity, or 
objective reality. In fact, some have labeled the postmodern 
era as the post-truth era.

• As a philosophical concept, it first appeared in 1979, in a 
publication, The Postmodern Condition, by Jean-François 
Lyotard. It was written at the request of the Council of 
Universities of the Provincial Government of Quebec on the 
state of knowledge in the contemporary world.
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Postmodernism

• Postmodernism serves to challenge the basic assumptions of 
modernism, which is based upon Neo-Classical and 
Enlightenment concepts such as rationality and reason.

• Most proponents of postmodern thought do not see it as an 
attack or departure from modernity, but a continuation of it 
in a different mode.

• Canada has been a world leader in postmodern thought.



MODERNISM POSTMODERNISM

Reason and science provide objective, reliable, and 
accurate foundations for knowledge

Reason and science are simply ideologies, created 
by humans

Reason exists independent of contextual labels; it is 
universal and true

Reason is a western ideology and is just one of many 
ways of ‘knowing’

Democracy and freedom are natural extensions of 
reasonable, universal truths

Capitalistic democracy is a western ideology that 
competes and is challenged by other traditions

Science is an objective means for understanding 
and improving the human condition

Science is an ideology

Reason leads to universal truths applicable to 
everyone

There are no universal truths, experience, or rights. 
No narrative that overrides the progress of 
humanity

Language is transparent and a one on one 
relationship

Language is fluid and arbitrary, therefore meaning is 
fluid and arbitrary

There exists a coherent ‘self’, independent of 
culture and society

The ‘self’ is a mythological composition of one’s 
social experiences and cultural contexts



MODERNISM POSTMODERNISM

Identity is static and based on a person’s ethnic, 
racial, national or gender identity (the traditional 
view). A ‘romantic’ view was presented by Rousseau 
which claimed we have an innate identity which 
should be separated from social influences

Identity is fluid and performative because there is no 
true definition of self or even gender; we put on 
identities as masks or social performances

Modernist Feminism: Women are oppressed by 
patriarchy. Through Reason they can gain 
independence and reclaim their authentic selves

Postmodern Feminism: The categories male/female, 
masculine/feminine are themselves culturally 
constructed and/or Ideological

Modern literature and film attempt to portray the 
concept of Realism. Storytelling is a means by which 
we experience the natural world

Post Modern literature and film makes little to no 
distinction between realism and fantasy. Storytelling 
is a wide-open enterprise

Truth is independent of human consciousness and 
known through the application of simple reason

Truth may exist independent of human 
consciousness but there is no objective means of 
knowing for sure



Lecture 12 – Religion and Postmodernism

The Five Major Theories of Truth

• Theories regarding the essence of ‘truth’ are vast and 
complicated. The following is presented as a brief 
introduction to the philosophical theories.  An awareness of 
these theories helps in understanding how truth is filtered 
culturally and how it affects our ability to witness and present 
apologetic arguments.
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Subjective Theory

• This theory proposes that there is no underlying true reality 
other than what exists in individual consciousness or 
perception.

• In its extreme form, the existence or nature of anything 
depends solely on a person’s subjective acknowledgement.

• Subjectivism has its philosophical basis in the writings of René 
Descartes ("Cogito Ergo Sum / I think, therefore I am ").

• The antithesis of subjectivism is objectivism, which is the 
theory that reality exists independent of the mind.
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Subjective Theory

• It is closely related to the doctrines of Solipsism (the self is all 
that can be known to exist), and Panpsychism (everything 
material, however insignificant or small, has an element of 
individual consciousness).

• There are two basic types of Subjectivism:
a. Metaphysical Subjectivism: As noted above, it holds that 

reality exists purely independent of the mind.
b. Ethical Subjectivism: The truth of moral claims is relative 

to the attitude of the individual. 
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Deflationary Theory

• Truth cannot be properly established by any statement since 
there is no such thing as the property or quality of being true.

• Deflationary theory posits that we ascribe truth to 
statements, even though deflation theorists claim no such 
thing as truth.

• Classical theories of truth, (such as correspondence, 
coherence and pragmatic), are attempting to analyse 
something which is simply not there.
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Deflationary Theory

• Further, truth in deflationary theory has no substantial role to 
play in philosophical inquiry.

• Truth and falsity are ascribed primarily to propositions. The 
proposition to which they are ascribed may be either explicitly 
given or described.

• This theory was widely popular for defining truth in the 20th 
century.
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Coherence Theory

• Truth statements are those that best fit with some other set of 
statements already regarded as true.

• A belief is true when it can be incorporated in an orderly and 
logical manner into a larger and complex system of beliefs. 

• A belief is true when it fits in with the set of all our other 
beliefs without creating a contradiction.

• If statements can be tested as part of larger groups, (because 
statements are difficult to verify in isolation), then a statement 
can be classified as true because it could be integrated into a 
group of complex ideas, the whole set of which could then be 
tested against reality.
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Coherence Theory

• In recent years, this theory has attracted the attention of 
Postmodernists. They propose that statements by persuasive 
or politically influential people become accepted as common 
truths. Therefore, the social negotiations among influential 
people construct the truth. We, then, are the ultimate arbiters 
of what is true because consensus is truth. The subjective and 
objective elements of truth are rolled into one inseparable 
idea.
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Correspondence Theory

• There is a match between how the world is and a statement 
representing that part of reality.

• Of all the theories, this one lends itself to the intuitively obvious idea 
that truth must match reality.

• A distinction is being made here between facts and beliefs. A fact is 
some set of circumstances in the world while a belief is an opinion 
about those facts. A belief is capable of being true or false because it 
may or may not accurately describe the world.

• The idea that truth consists in whatever matches reality can be traced 
back at least as far as Plato and in the philosophy of Aristotle (In his 
MetaPhysics).

• Historically, this is the most popular theory of truth.
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Pragmatic Theory

This theory determines the truth of a proposition based on 
whether it has a useful (pragmatic) application in the world.
Similar to Coherence Theory, truth has nothing to do with the 
way the world ‘actually is’ but is a function of whether an idea 
can be used as a model to make useful predictions about what is 
going to happen in the world. 
Pragmatic truths can only be learned through interaction with 
the world.
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Pragmatic Theory

• Pragmatism is useful in distinguishing truth from untruth 
because a core assumption is that which is true should 
produce predictable consequences for us in our lives.

• For the pragmatist, truth is what an ideally rational 
inquirer would in the long run come to believe. Truth is 
the natural and ideal outcome of rational inquiry.


