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  Preface to the Second Edition


  Since the first edition of this book was published, there have been both important extensions and additions to the concept of worldview. Two key voices in the evangelical world have criticized the concept as not being sufficiently helpful for a Christian understanding of humans and our role in the world. Others have added substantially to what should be included in its scope. So it’s time for another reassessment and reformulation of the concept.


  For almost sixty years I have been trying to think in worldview terms. It was worldview analysis that made the literature of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance come alive for me in graduate school at the University of Missouri. It was the history of worldviews that formed the skeleton on which, as a teacher, I hung the flesh of world literature, English literature in particular. Teaching both in college for over ten years provided a wealth of illustrations of how worldviews were embodied in poetry, prose and drama. Moreover, developing a cognizance of my own worldview has provided a way of orienting not just my own thoughts but my whole take on life itself. I have, in short, long been interested in detecting the basic intellectual commitments we make as human beings, reveling in their variety, delighting in the depth of their insight when they have grasped the truth and despairing over their disastrous consequences when they have proven false.


  From this context came the first edition of The Universe Next Door in 1976. The goal of the book was to provide a way for college students to understand the world of the university—a world of ideas so new and different from those of their own families, churches and communities. A second goal was to provide a foundation for assessing the truth claims of their own faiths and to see the strength of the Christian ways of viewing the world of ideas. These two goals both enhanced and limited the scope of my stated worldview concept. These limitations were the backdrop for the first edition of the book you hold in your hand.


  The bulk of The Universe Next Door identified seven basic worldviews and then proceeded to explain what they were. I began with Christian theism as it has been largely embodied from the seventeenth century to the present. Then I tried to show how deism arose as an erosion of certain key concepts of theism. Deism, as I see it, is not so much a new worldview as what is left of theism when the personality of God is abandoned. Naturalism, then, is a further erosion of deism, retaining its optimism with regard to the autonomy of human reason. Nihilism is what is left of naturalism when it is realized that human reason, if autonomous, does not have the power to explain nearly as much as was first thought. Existentialism—both atheistic and theistic—attempts to “go beyond nihilism,” affirming the intrinsic power of the individual self to will into being its own conception of the good, the true and the beautiful or to affirm by faith what cannot be proved by reason. Eastern pantheistic monism provides for the West a fresh start that attempts to avoid the pitfalls of Western thought. New Age thought then combines Western existentialism’s exaltation of the self with the Eastern notion of the deity of all things. This is where the first edition of The Universe Next Door ended.


  The second edition, in 1988, updated the book. By 1997 it was obvious that a new twist in naturalism was taking place, and so I added a chapter on the amorphous cultural phenomenon called postmodernism. Postmodernism has taken a sociological and psychological twist to deny, on the one hand, the human ability to actually know reality in its essence and, on the other hand, to affirm the adequacy of human communities to construct reality by their language. One may not be able to know anything, but one can get along with this knowledge simply by constructing a language that works to get what one wants. Pragmatic knowledge is all one can have and all one needs.


  Throughout this intellectual history I used a simple, basic definition of worldview, which, I think, served its purpose fairly well. Somewhere in the backdrop of this definition one might detect shades of James Orr, Abraham Kuyper and Francis Schaeffer, all of whose work I had poured over in previous years. Still, in none of the three editions of The Universe Next Door did I explicitly reference earlier works on worldview, nor did I critically reflect on the concept of worldview itself. After the publication of the first edition of The Universe Next Door in 1976, occasional comments appeared in book reviews and among my friends concerning the definition of worldview I had given. Then, too, several books addressing the issue of worldview appeared. Though I will make reference to others in due course, four deserve special mention. In 1983, Arthur F. Holmes’s Contours of a World View provided the most comprehensive discussion of worldviews from a Christian standpoint. In 1984 I edited Brian Walsh and J. Richard Middleton’s The Transforming Vision: Shaping a Christian World View; their approach differed somewhat from mine. Moreover, in 1989 the concept was analyzed in Stained Glass: Worldviews and Social Science, edited by Paul A. Marshall, Sander Griffioen and Richard Mouw, an important collection of essays focusing on the nature of worldviews by scholars long engaged in intellectual and cultural analysis. Finally, in 2002 David Naugle examined in detail the entire history of worldview thinking. Worldview: The History of a Concept summarized the literature beginning with Immanuel Kant and Wilhelm Dilthey on through James Orr and Abraham Kuyper to Francis Schaeffer and Arthur Holmes. Naugle in addition made some creative new discoveries about the nature of worldviews themselves. His book especially has been an important stimulus for the first edition of the present book.


  The major stimulus, however, was my own growing sense of dissatisfaction with the cursory way I had dealt with the concept of worldview. The definition in the first three editions of The Universe Next Door now seemed inadequate to me. So the first edition of the present book attempted to rectify that by addressing a number of troubling questions that I had not addressed before. These questions are listed at the end of chapter one and, for reference purposes, they remain in the present edition.


  In 2004, indeed the time for rethinking the concept of worldview had come. Four important revisions to my own definition of worldview were in order. First was a recognition that a worldview is not just a set of basic concepts but a fundamental orientation of the heart. Second was an explicit insistence that at the deepest root of a worldview is its commitment to and understanding of the “really real.” Third was a consideration of behavior in the determination of what one’s own or another’s worldview really is. Fourth was a broader understanding of how worldviews are grasped as story, not just as abstract propositions.


  Now another ten years has passed. In this second edition, I first add a few important details to the basic conception described in the first edition. Second, I add to the set of scholarly definitions presented in chapter two. The concept as developed by N. T. Wright I find helpful, especially as it affects the interpretation of the Bible. Most importantly, I consider Charles Taylor’s notion of social imaginary as a replacement term for worldview and his critique of what he calls the subtraction theory of the flow of worldviews through history—the view taken in all five editions of The Universe Next Door. Third, I respond to the notion of cultural liturgies, which some Christian intellectuals have suggested should replace, relocate or marginalize worldview analysis. Here I give special attention to the work of James Davison Hunter, Andy Crouch and James K. A. Smith. In the process of doing all this, fourth, I suggest that the concept of worldview be expanded—tweaked, no more than tweaked—to include more of the issues taken up by Wright, Taylor, Hunter, Smith and Crouch.


  In all of this tinkering with the concept of worldview analysis, I still remain convinced of its great value. So I repeat here the epigraph to all the editions of The Universe Next Door:


  For any of us to be fully conscious


  intellectually we should not only be able


  to detect the worldviews of others


  but be aware of our own—


  why it is ours and why in the light of so many options


  we think it is true.


  1


  Camel, Kangaroo and Elephant

  




  Behold the amazing elephant


  Whose name is always relevant


  To what we can know


  And where we can go


  And to all things lowly and elevant.
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  I do not know precisely where I got the following story, which I adapted long ago for my own purposes. In any case, I have told it often as I have tried to help students understand two central characteristics of worldviews: their presuppositional character and their possible answers to the most fundamental question we can ask.


  Camel, Kangaroo and Elephant


  One day a little boy came to his father. “Today the teacher showed us a big round globe. She said it was a model of the world. She said the world was just surrounded by space. How can that be? Dad, what holds up the world? Why doesn’t it just fall down?”


  His father, knowing that this was just a child’s question, gave him a child’s answer: “It’s a camel that holds up the world, Son.”


  The boy went away satisfied, for he trusted his father and for the moment it made sense. He’d seen pictures of camels holding up all sorts of things. So why not the world? But then he got to thinking about it and by the next day decided something was missing in his father’s answer. He asked, “Dad, I was just wondering: if a camel holds up the world, what holds up the camel?”


  His father now thought that he might be in trouble. So, knowing that a quick answer turneth away further questions, he said, “It’s a kangaroo that holds up the camel.”


  Again the boy went away, but this time only for a couple of hours. Back again with his father, he asked, “Dad, if a camel holds up the world and a kangaroo holds up the camel, what holds up the kangaroo?”


  This time the father realized that he was in deep trouble. So he chose the largest animal he could think of and he put a capital on it. That is, he shouted. People believe you if you shout, he thought. “It’s an Elephant that holds up the kangaroo.”


  “Come on, Dad!” his son retorted. “What holds up the Elephant?”


  His father, in a fit of genius deriving from necessity, replied, “It’s . . . it’s . . . it’s Elephant all the way down.”


  What the boy said next is not recorded. But notice two things. The father has been pushed to the logic of his first answer. If it takes something to hold up the world, then there has to be a first holder, something that doesn’t require being held up—a prime foundation. If the father is to answer his son’s question in the way it was asked, he is committed to naming the final foundation of reality—that is, what holds everything in existence.


  Second, the father has to recognize that he has no logical way to stop the regress. He must take another tack. He must simply commit himself to the most likely one—the biggest animal he can think of, the elephant.


  The story thus illustrates two characteristics of any worldview: its understanding of prime reality and its pretheoretical character. The story makes this clearer when the father takes his son’s question more seriously.1


  Natural or Supernatural


  In this story, the father respects his son’s curiosity and intelligence. So when the son asks, “What holds the world up?” the father replies, “Gravity holds the world up, son.”


  “Gee, Dad, what’s that?”


  “The law of gravity states that the force (F) exerted between two bodies (such as the earth and the sun) is equal to the gravitational constant (G) multiplied by the product of the masses of the two bodies (m1, m2) divided by the square of the distance (r) between them. Here, let me write the formula for you:


  F = Gm1m2/r2


  “Now look up gravity in an encyclopedia. I think you’ll get the picture.”


  “Wow, Dad,” he says after he’s pored over the World Book Encyclopedia, “I understand the formula. It’s neat. But why?”


  “Well, son, the law of gravity expresses the relationship between bodies in space.”


  “Why, Dad?”


  “Well, you see, the universe is a uniformity of natural causes, and the law of gravity expresses this uniformity in a mathematical way.”


  “But why is the universe uniform? What makes it be what it is? In fact, what makes it be at all?”


  Now the father is at a crucial point. He has named a series of reasons, all linked logically. But he now faces a question that cannot be answered within the framework of his previous answers. In philosophic terms, his son has been asking physical questions. Now he is asking a metaphysical question: why is there something rather than nothing? In other words, what is the Animal all the way down?


  The father, so it seems to me, has two basic ways to answer. He can say, “That’s just the way it is.” There is no further reason. There is just Being itself, brute reality, fundamental isness. If he takes this approach, he sides with the naturalists, who, like Carl Sagan, say, “The Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.”2


  But he has a second choice. He can name one more Animal, a sort of animal beyond all animals. He can say, “God made it that way.” In this case, he has sided with the theists; that is, his one more Animal is a nonnatural, even supernatural, Creator.


  His son can then ask again, “Why, Dad?” And his father is again at the end of his answers. Unless he has extranatural information, he must now say the same thing as the naturalist: “That’s just the way it is.”3


  Naming the Elephant


  This story illustrates two primary characteristics of a worldview. First is the fact that our primary foundational commitments are just that—commitments, that is, presuppositions. They are what we come to when we can no longer explain why it is we are saying what we are saying. Second is the character of the question the young boy asks. He asks what is the case, not how we know or believe that it is the case. And the father answers in kind. I want to say from the beginning that I think the young boy asked the right question in the right way and the father likewise answered—whether as a theist or a naturalist—in the right way.


  There are other ways to tell the story, other ways for the father to begin his series of answers, but his answers represent a foundational principle in the two worldviews most common in the Western and Middle Eastern world: naturalism and theism. We will examine one other story later.4 For now my point is simple. At the base of all our thought—all our ruminations about God, ourselves and the world around us—is a worldview.


  What Is a Worldview?


  This book arises out of two primary circumstances. The first is my own dissatisfaction with the way I defined a worldview in the first edition of The Universe Next Door in 1976. Because the definition is so rooted in my own mind and has been disseminated widely to students over the past quarter of a century, I will begin this book with it and then raise the issues that have seemed to me most problematic about it. In subsequent chapters I will address these issues in hopes of bringing clarity to the worldview concept and conclude with a redefinition that embodies my conclusions.


  The second circumstance is the publication of David Naugle’s Worldview: The History of a Concept, which has provided a rich source of information on the way this term and concept have developed. It has precluded my own need for extensive historical research.


  What, then, is a worldview? The definition which appears in the first three editions of The Universe Next Door is this: A worldview is a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) which we hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic makeup of our world.


  The first thing every one of us recognizes before we even begin to think at all is that something exists. In other words, all worldviews assume that something is there rather than that nothing is there. This assumption is so primary most of us don’t even know we are assuming it.5 We take it as too obvious to mention. Of course something is there!


  Indeed it is. And that’s just the point. If we do not recognize that, we get nowhere. Still, as with many other simple “facts” that stare us in the face, the significance may be tremendous. In this case the apprehension that something is there is the beginning of conscious life—as well as of two branches of philosophy: metaphysics (the study of being) and epistemology (the study of knowing).


  What we discover quickly, however, is that once we have recognized that something is there, we have not necessarily recognized what that something is. And here is where worldviews begin to diverge. Some people assume (with or without thinking about it) that the only basic substance that exists is matter. For them, everything is ultimately one thing. Others agree that everything is ultimately one thing but assume that that one thing is spirit or soul or some such nonmaterial substance.


  But we must not get lost in examples. We are now concerned with the definition of a worldview as such. A worldview is composed of a number of basic presuppositions, more or less consistent with each other, more or less consciously held, more or less true. These presuppositions are generally unquestioned by each of us, rarely if ever mentioned by our friends, and brought to mind only when we are challenged by a foreigner from another ideological universe.


  Seven Basic Questions


  Another way to get at what a worldview is is to see it as our essential, rock-bottom answers to the following seven questions:


  
    	What is prime reality—the really real? To this we might answer God, or the gods, or the material cosmos.


    	What is the nature of external reality, that is, the world around us? Here our answers point to whether we see the world as created or autonomous, as chaotic or orderly, as matter or spirit, or whether we emphasize our subjective, personal relationship to the world or its objectivity apart from us.


    	What is a human being? To this we might answer a highly complex machine, a sleeping god, a person made in the image of God, a “naked ape.”


    	What happens to persons at death? Here we might reply personal extinction, or transformation to a higher state, or reincarnation, or departure to a shadowy existence on “the other side.”


    	Why is it possible to know anything at all? Sample answers include the idea that we are made in the image of an all-knowing God or that consciousness and rationality developed under the contingencies of survival in a long process of evolution.


    	How do we know what is right and wrong? Again, perhaps we are made in the image of a God whose character is good; or right and wrong are determined by human choice alone or what feels good; or the notions simply developed under an impetus toward cultural or physical survival.


    	What is the meaning of human history? To this we might answer, to realize the purposes of God or the gods, to make a paradise on earth, to prepare a people for a life in community with a loving and holy God, and so forth.

  


  Within various basic worldviews other issues often arise. For example: Who is in charge of this world—God, or humans, or no one at all? Are we human beings determined or free? Are we alone the maker of values? Is God really good? Is God personal or impersonal? Does God exist at all?


  When stated in such a sequence, these questions boggle the mind. Either the answers are obvious to us and we wonder why anyone would bother to ask such questions, or else we wonder how any of them can be answered with any certainty. If we feel the answers are too obvious to consider, then we have a worldview but have no idea that many others do not share it. We should realize that we live in a pluralistic world. What is obvious to us may be “a lie from hell” to our neighbor next door. If we do not recognize that, we are certainly naive and provincial, and we have much to learn about living in today’s world. Alternatively, if we feel that none of the questions can be answered without cheating or committing intellectual suicide, we have already adopted a sort of worldview—a form of skepticism that in its extreme form leads to nihilism.


  The fact is that we cannot avoid assuming some answers to such questions. We will adopt either one stance or another. Refusing to adopt an explicit worldview will turn out to be itself a worldview or at least a philosophic position. In short, we are caught. So long as we live, we will live either the examined or the unexamined life.


  Some First Reflections


  Reflecting on this definition, one can soon see that a number of relevant issues are not addressed.


  What is the history of the concept itself? Who has used it, how and why? Isn’t the concept so tied to its philosophic origins in German Idealism that it imports into Christianity ideas that undermine the Christian faith? Is there any foundation in Scripture for worldview thinking? (This is addressed in chapter two.)


  What is the first question a worldview should answer: What is prime reality? Or, How can anyone know anything at all? That is, which is more primary—ontology or epistemology? (This is addressed in chapter three.)


  How is a worldview formed? What is the character of the foundational principles a worldview expresses? Where do they come from? Are they theoretical, pretheoretical, presuppositional or a combination of the three? (This is addressed in chapter four.)


  Is a worldview primarily an intellectual system, a way of life or a story? (This is addressed in chapter five.)


  What are the public and private dimensions of worldviews? What relevance does this have to their objective and subjective character? What part does behavior play in an assessment of the nature of a person’s worldview? (This is addressed in chapter six.)


  If the initial definition of a worldview is inadequate, what more adequate one can be given? (This is addressed in chapter seven.)


  What role can worldview thinking play in assessing one’s own worldview and those of others, especially in our pluralistic world? (This is addressed in chapter eight.)


  2


  Worldview Definitions


  From Dilthey to Naugle

  




  Every person carries in his head a mental model of the world—
a subjective representation of external reality.


  Alvin Toffler
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  Worldview as a concept has a rich and elaborate history.1 The term itself is a translation from the German Weltanschauung and was first used by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), but only in passing. In German Idealism and Romanticism it was used widely “to denote a set of beliefs that underlie and shape all human thought and action.”2 But it was Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911) who first used it as a major focus. In any case, from Kant to Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) and Francis Schaeffer (1912–1984), the concept has appeared in a variety of contexts and has adapted to or been rejected by a wide variety of worldviews, from German Idealism to Nihilism to Calvinistic Christianity. Moreover, since the events of 9/11, the term worldview is often used as a very general label for how people view the cultures with which their culture clashes. This means we must read news accounts and public discourse with a sensitivity to the context in which the term appears.


  Indeed, finding clear, coherent and detailed definitions of this concept in the literature is not easy. As philosopher Sander Griffioen says, “The word is used in a great many areas, ranging from the natural sciences to philosophy to theology. Authors who use it often do so without concern for proper definition, and even when definitions are given they tend to be far from precise.” Some even “apologize for the vagueness of the term.”3 Some believe its usefulness actually resides in its vagueness.


  In any case, until very recently most would have accepted this vague definition: A worldview is the fundamental perspective from which one addresses every issue of life. This definition leaves completely open such questions as whether a worldview is a universal, abstract philosophy or an individual, personal vision; whether finally there is one worldview or many; whether the issues addressed can be understood or not; whether a worldview is pretheoretical or theoretical; whether it is what you say you think or what you show by what you do. These issues will be taken up in later chapters.


  The concept of worldview arose first in German Idealism. As such, it bears from the outset a character that Christians, if they are to use the concept, will have to either ignore or challenge. First I will summarize and review four of the salient ways worldviews have been understood by primarily secular philosophers. Then I will survey the definitions of a few key Christian worldview thinkers. From this, several important observations—perhaps conclusions—about the concept will be obvious.


  Survey of Secular Worldview Definitions


  Wilhelm Dilthey. Though the term worldview had already been introduced in philosophic discourse by Immanuel Kant, Wilhelm Dilthey was the first to expound his own philosophy largely in terms of this concept.4 As Michael Ermarth says, Dilthey provided “a full scale treatment of the genesis, articulation, comparison, and development of world-views.”5 The basic role of a worldview is “to present the relationship of the human mind to the riddle of the world and life.”6 Of course there are many supposed solutions to the riddle of life, each with its own roots in individual men and women as they live and move within the flow of history. These solutions change with the person and the time.


  “The ultimate root of any worldview is life itself,” says Dilthey.7 But even though each specific worldview is shaped by the character and temperament of each person, there is a common structure to their psychological life. Certain features are held by everyone—for example, “the certainty of death, the cruelty of the natural process, a general transitoriness.”8 These are the inescapable lived realities, the riddles of life, that a worldview resolves.


  A worldview begins as a “cosmic picture,” and then through a complex interrelation between human consciousness and the external world, a more sophisticated and detailed sense of who we are and what is the nature of that which is around us emerges. To that is added a growing sense of values. As layer upon layer of consciousness arises, eventually at the highest level one finds “a highest order of our practical behavior—a comprehensive plan of life, a highest good, the highest norms of action, an ideal of shaping one’s personal life as well as that of society.”9 Naugle gives a helpful summary:


  Thus for Dilthey, the metaphysical axiological and moral structure of a worldview is derived from the constituents of the human psyche—intellect, emotion, and will respectively. Macrocosmic visions, in their composition and content, are intrinsically reflective of the inner constitution of microscosmic human beings as they seek to illuminate the darkness of the cosmos.10


  Dilthey’s post-Kantian metaphysics becomes clear here. What a person perceives is primarily dependent on the mind of the perceiver. We do not see what is there in the reality that confronts us; rather we understand that reality through the structures inherent in our own mind. A worldview, then, is the shaping structure of our own autonomous selves. We see what we see. We understand what we understand. Though Dilthey held that there is a common human nature and a common reality, it is nonetheless true that our worldview is ours, one that may be held in common with others, but only because they are like us.


  As a matter of fact, of course, not everyone is like us. As Dilthey says, “World views develop under different conditions, climate, races, nationalities, determined by history and through political organization, the time-bound confines of epochs and eras.”11 So there is a multiplicity of worldviews. If this was true in Dilthey’s day, so much more is it true now.


  Naugle concludes, “In brief, worldviews spring from the totality of human psychological existence intellectually in the cognition of reality, affectively in the appraisal of life, and volitionally in the active performance of the will.”12 The goal of all this is stability—a solution to the riddles of life that provides a way of successfully thinking and acting in the world.


  Using this notion of worldview, then, Dilthey examines human history and finds three basic kinds of worldviews: religious, poetic and metaphysical. The metaphysical he further divides into naturalism, the idealism of freedom and objective idealism. In the end his initial trust that both reality in general and human nature in particular have significant common features seems mostly to have disappeared. Though he opts for his own form of objective idealism, Dilthey concludes, “Ultimately, nothing remains of all metaphysical systems but a condition of the soul and a world view.”13 His description and elaboration of these worldviews is rich and rewarding, but to follow it would take us too far afield of our major concern, which is to understand just what a worldview itself has been conceived to be.


  In short and in my words, Dilthey conceived a worldview to be a set of mental categories arising from deeply lived experience which essentially determines how a person understands, feels and responds in action to what he or she perceives of the surrounding world and the riddles it presents.


  Friedrich Nietzsche. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) is the boldest, if not the first, nihilist of the modern world. Reflecting on the intellectual history of his century, seeing the implications of the erosion of vibrant belief in a fully theistic concept of God—specifically the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ—he infamously announced the death of God. He now saw humanity floating in an infinite sea with no fixed star by which to navigate, no port to call home, no purpose to the journey. At the same time, Nietzsche was also the boldest, if not the first, existentialist, asserting the centrality and power of the self and its attendant will. He responded to his own nihilism with his concept of the Übermensch, the “Superman” or “Overman,” the strong individual who was to function as if he (and it was he that Nie­tzsche meant) were God—creating his own values and imposing them on others, the “last man,” by the strength of his will.


  With the death of God, all external standards for the true, the good and the beautiful died as well. Nietzsche was not, of course, declaring that a literal God had really died. There had never been a god of any kind. Rather, he meant that the notion of God was no longer functioning in human imagination, no longer having an effect on how people behaved. People might say they believed in God, but their thoughts and actions betrayed their functional atheism.


  For Nietzsche, intellectual history is not the developing story of how people are getting closer and closer to the truth of reality. It is rather a story of changing illusions.


  What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms—in short, a sum of human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what they are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensuous power; coins which have lost their pictures and now matter only as metal, no longer as coins.14


  As a result, as Naugle says, “A complete perspectivism is at the heart of Nietzsche’s philosophy.”15 Nietzsche viewed every worldview as a product of its time, place and culture:16


  Nietzsche believes worldviews are cultural entities which people in a given geographical location and historical context are dependent upon, subordinate to, and products of. . . . A Weltanschauung provides this necessary, well-defined boundary that structures the thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors of a people. From the point of view of its adherents, a worldview is incontestable and provides the ultimate set of standards by which things are measured. It supplies the criteria for all thinking and engenders a basic understanding of the true, the good, and the beautiful. . . . Worldviews are nothing but reifications. They are the subjective creations of human knowers in formative social contexts who ascribe their outlook to nature, God, law, or some other presumed authority. But they forget that they themselves are the creators of their own model of the world. The alleged “truth” of a worldview is merely an established convention—the product of linguistic customs and habits.17


  Nietzsche’s conception of a worldview as such is not exceptional. It is his radical insistence that all worldviews are relative to their time and place and circumstance that is significant. Nietzsche’s historicism is no different in some ways from that of Dilthey, but one senses in Dilthey a longing for stability that is completely missing in Nietzsche, who, rather, positions himself at the controls of a train that, having entered a tunnel, will never emerge into the light. With his will as the headlight, the train plunges ever deeper into a cavernous nothingness.18


  Ludwig Wittgenstein. Ludwig Wittgenstein, like Hegel and Heidegger, is infamous for being cryptic and obscure. His early work bears the mark of modernity—the attempt to get one’s views precisely lined up with reality. As a radical rejection of this hope, his later, postmodern work settles for “a multiplicity of mutually exclusive world pictures, forms of life, and language games.” He thereby becomes “a central figure in the transition to postmodernity in which the struggle of worldviews over one and the same world is replaced by a variety of noncompetitive, linguistic constructions of reality.”19 “Whereas Plato upheld ontology and Descartes submitted epistemology as the primary concern, Wittgenstein nominated grammar and language as governing principles.”20


  In short, Wittgenstein rejected the validity of any worldview as such, for each and every one of them pretends to what is impossible—an intellectual grasp of reality as it really is. What we have instead is “an approach to the world that consists of unverifiable models of life, language, culture and meaning.”21


  We meet here a problem in terminology. In one important sense—a sense I want to maintain—everyone, including Wittgenstein, has a worldview. Any rejection of that notion is self-refuting. It’s like saying, “There are no absolutes; everything is relative,” a statement that, if true, is false, in other words, self-referentially incoherent. Wittgenstein clearly makes statements about reality, even if the reality the statements describe is solely linguistic or the statements are only to be judged by their usefulness for getting what one wants. That is, his statements about the nature of language are not just truth claims to be placed noncombatively against opposite truth claims, as if one claim were as true as the other. Rather, they are statements about the actual nature of language. If they are not, they assert nothing and do not need to be taken seriously by anyone.


  Put another way, Wittgenstein rejects the notion that anyone can have knowledge about any nonlinguistic reality. In other words, Wittgenstein takes no “view” of either ontology (“what is”) or epistemology (“how one can know”); he has only a hermeneutic (“how one can understand and use language”).


  Perhaps we can state Wittgenstein’s worldview (though he would not call it a worldview) like this: A worldview is a way of thinking about reality that rejects the notion that one can have “knowledge” of objective reality (that is, know any “truth” about any nonlinguistic reality) and thus limits knowable reality to the language one finds useful in getting what one wants.


  Instead of worldview (Weltanschauung) Wittgenstein prefers to speak of “world picture” (Weltbild). Nonetheless, world picture as he uses the term seems synonymous with worldview.


  [World picture facts] are doubt-proof and serve . . . as the “axis,” “river-bed,” “scaffolding,” and “hinges” of a particular way of thinking and acting. These reified world pictures, creating reality as they do, thus form for their adherents a kind of pseudometaphysics in which they live, and move, and have their being. . . . World pictures in Wittgensteinian terms . . . are not to be conceived as epistemically credible constructs competing for rational adherence, but as webs of belief which must be set forth in effective terms to be received as a way of organizing reality. In the final analysis, all one can say about one’s outlook on the world is that this is what we are, this is what we understand, and this is what we do.22


  However we are to understand Wittgenstein’s complicated views, it is clear that he has rejected their ability to give us a clear foundation for knowledge of the surrounding world. Constructed of language, they in turn construct reality for us. We see what they allow us to see.


  Michel Foucault. Michel Foucault (1926–1984) uses the terms episteme and worldview, sometimes in contrast, sometimes almost as synonyms. The distinction is probably important in understanding the nuances of his philosophy, but I will treat his remarks about one to include his views of the other. He writes, “Episteme may be suspected of being something like a world-view, a slice of history common to all branches of knowledge, which imposes on each one the same norms and postulates, a general stage of reason, a certain structure of thought that all men of a particular period cannot escape—a great body of legislation written once and for all by some autonomous hand.”23 An episteme involves “an inescapable set of rules and regulations, a way of reasoning, a pattern of thinking, a body of laws that generate and govern all patterns of knowing.”24


  What makes his understanding of worldviews worth our attention here is the connection he makes between them and power:
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