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Preface

This book began with a simple fascination. As a child I encountered 
small fragments of scientific knowledge: diagrams of the Earth, 
pictures of the Moon, descriptions of distant stars and ancient fossils. 
At the time these fragments appeared separate and mysterious. Yet 
gradually they began to form a coherent picture. Geology, astronomy, 
biology, and chemistry seemed to belong to a single unfolding story 
about the universe and our place within it.

The power of the scientific worldview lies largely in this coherence. 
Phenomena that once appeared unrelated begin to fit together within 
a single explanatory framework. The formation of stars explains the 
origin of elements. Planetary chemistry connects with the emergence 
of life. Evolution links simple organisms to the appearance of 
intelligence. What initially appears as a collection of isolated facts 
gradually becomes an interconnected narrative about the structure 
and history of the cosmos.

For many people, including myself, this picture is profoundly 
compelling. It gives the impression that the universe itself has become 
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intelligible. The scientific description of nature appears not merely as 
a set of useful explanations but as a window onto reality itself

This book does not challenge the achievements of science. The 
discoveries of the natural sciences remain among the most impressive 
intellectual accomplishments of human culture. Instead, the aim of this 
book is slightly different. It asks a philosophical question: what kind of 
structure allows such a coherent world-picture to appear?

To explore that question I introduce the idea of a diorama. A diorama is 
a structured configuration in which many different elements become 
visible as parts of a single scene. In museums dioramas are used to 
display natural environments, historical moments, or ecological 
systems. Within the frame of the display everything suddenly appears 
ordered and meaningful.

The scientific worldview can be approached in a similar way. It 
functions as a conceptual diorama in which observations, theories, 
measurements, and models are arranged into a coherent picture of the 
world. This picture is extraordinarily powerful. Yet its coherence may 
also create a subtle illusion: the impression that the structure of the 
diorama is identical with reality itself.

The chapters that follow explore this possibility. They begin with the 
childhood fascination that often accompanies the discovery of 
scientific knowledge. They then examine the internal structure of the 
scientific worldview and the remarkable coherence it produces. 
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Finally, they apply what I call dioramic analysis to the scientific 
picture itself.

The goal is not to undermine science, but to understand more clearly 
how such powerful world-pictures arise.

In the end something curious happens. The search for a final 
explanatory foundation may begin to dissolve. Yet the sense of 
wonder that originally motivated the search does not disappear. If 
anything, it becomes stronger.

Curiosity and wonder remain.
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Part I 
a world opens
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1. Prelude

Every Saturday, I enjoy reading “Logboek der Wetenschap” (Science 
Logbook) in the Utrechts Nieuwsblad newspaper, which I cut out, just 
like I cut out the comic strip “De rusteloze aarde” (The Restless Earth) 
every Friday and Saturday. I remember a book about the origin of the 
moon, written by “Aerodilletant”, as well as a large book about the 
earth, which I received from Grandpa Haarmans, and a book about 
cells from the Parool / Life series.

I was eight years old.

On the carpet in the room.

The newspaper spread out in front of me.

Utrechts Nieuwsblad.

The carpet pricks my jumper a little.

I am lying on my stomach, my legs up.

My parents are also in the room.



17

They are talking. Or reading. Or doing something ordinary.

There is nothing special about this moment.

Except for what lies before me.

An article about the earth.

Or about the moon, or about DNA.

About origins. About millions of years.

About something older than anything I know.

I don't understand everything it says.

Some words pass me by.

But I feel that it's right.

That it's about something.

That this is important.

I grab a pair of scissors.

Cut along the column.

Not quite straight.
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I want to keep it.

As if it's not just news,

but a piece of reality itself.

My parents are close by.

The room is ordinary.

The carpet, the furniture, the afternoon.

And at the same time, something without walls opens up.

The earth has layers.

The moon has a history.

The world isn't just here.

It comes from somewhere.

I'm lying on the floor.

But my attention is elsewhere.

And somewhere, without being able to name it,

I feel awe.
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2. The First World

At first it appeared only in fragments. Short articles in the newspaper, 
small illustrations, simple diagrams showing the inside of the Earth, 
the surface of the Moon, or the structure of a cell. Much of it I did not 
fully understand. The explanations were often too condensed, the 
terminology unfamiliar. Yet that did not matter. Something else was 
becoming clear.

Gradually a sense of coherence began to form. The separate topics did 
not remain separate for long. Articles about geology connected with 
stories about the formation of the Earth. Pieces about astronomy 
hinted at the birth and death of stars. Biology described living 
organisms as part of a long evolutionary history. Each new fragment 
seemed to fit somewhere within a larger picture that was slowly taking 
shape.

The Earth itself had a story. Mountains rose and eroded. Continents 
drifted slowly across the surface of the planet. Oceans opened and 
closed over immense stretches of time. The Moon, I learned, might 
once have been connected to the Earth through a violent event in the 
distant past. The ground beneath everyday life was no longer static. It 
had a deep and dynamic history.
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Above this geological world there was another vast narrative: the 
universe. Stars were born from clouds of gas and dust. They burned 
for millions or billions of years and eventually collapsed or exploded. 
Those explosions created new elements that drifted through space and 
became part of new stars and planets. The same elements, it turned 
out, were also present here on Earth, in rocks, in water, and even in the 
human body.

Sometimes the vastness of that story suddenly became tangible. One 
summer night I saw a meteor shower for the first time. Streaks of light 
crossed the sky, brief and silent. I later learned that these were small 
fragments of cosmic debris burning in the atmosphere of the Earth. 
The explanation was simple, almost casual, yet it carried an 
extraordinary implication. What appeared above our house was not an 
isolated spectacle but part of a much larger celestial process.

Experiences like that made the expanding picture more concrete. At 
some point I visited the planetarium in The Hague. Inside the dark 
dome the night sky appeared again, but this time it was ordered and 
explained. Constellations were traced across the artificial firmament, 
planets moved slowly along their paths, and distances were 
mentioned that I could hardly imagine. What had previously been 
scattered facts now formed a single map of the universe.

Museums offered yet another dimension of this emerging world. In 
the Teylers Museum in Haarlem the story of nature appeared in 
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objects: fossils, minerals, scientific instruments, and careful drawings 
of natural structures. The past was not only described in books; it had 
left traces in stone and bone. Walking through those rooms suggested 
that the investigation of nature itself had a history, a long chain of 
curiosity and discovery stretching across generations.

During those years I also read a great deal of science fiction. Entire 
universes unfolded in those books: distant planets, alien civilizations, 
advanced technologies, and immense cosmic histories. The boundary 
between imagination and scientific possibility seemed thin. The future 
appeared as a vast field of discovery and invention.

Writers such as Asimov, Clarke, and Stapledon opened immense 
imaginative landscapes in which the universe itself became the stage 
of human thought. Their stories suggested that scientific knowledge 
was not merely practical but part of a much larger intellectual 
adventure: understanding the cosmos as a whole.

Science fiction had another effect as well. It extended the scientific 
world beyond what was already known. The stories did not merely 
repeat existing knowledge; they projected it forward. If stars, planets, 
and evolution had produced the present universe, what might follow 
next? New technologies, new civilizations, perhaps even entirely 
different forms of intelligence. Imagination and science seemed to 
belong to the same movement: the attempt to think the universe as an 
unfolding process rather than a finished structure.
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At the same time I sometimes passed buildings where laboratories 
were visible from the street. Through the windows I could see benches, 
instruments, and people in white coats. To me these places 
represented the frontier of knowledge. I imagined myself working 
there one day, inventing new devices, performing experiments, 
uncovering unknown aspects of the universe. Applied science had a 
strong romantic aura.

Another gateway into that expanding universe was space exploration. 
Rockets were leaving the Earth, carrying instruments and sometimes 
human beings beyond the atmosphere. I followed these events with 
intense curiosity. Whenever a launch was announced, I tried to keep 
track of it.

And I began writing letters to space institutes. To my surprise, they 
replied. Envelopes arrived containing folders, photographs, and small 
booklets about rockets, satellites, and space missions. Some came from 
the United States, others from the Soviet Union. For a child these 
materials felt like fragments of a much larger enterprise unfolding 
somewhere far away.

I kept them carefully and read them over and over again. The launches 
themselves became markers in time. Each new mission suggested that 
the exploration of the universe was not merely an idea but an ongoing 
human activity. The cosmos was not only studied; it was being 
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entered. My father and I watched the moon landing in 1969 on 
television late at night. Absolutely fascinating.

At some point I began experimenting with chemistry myself. Small 
bottles, powders, and simple reactions occupied my attention. Colours 
appeared where there had been none, gases formed, substances 
changed their character. These were modest experiments, little more 
than childish imitations of laboratory work, yet they carried an 
important message. The processes described in books could actually 
happen in front of me.

Life itself seemed to belong to the same unfolding story. Tiny 
organisms had once appeared in the ancient oceans and, over immense 
periods of time, had changed and diversified. Plants, animals, forests, 
and oceans all formed part of this evolutionary process. Human beings 
were not outside this story but deeply embedded within it.

None of this was presented as myth or speculation. It was presented as 
knowledge. Careful observation, measurement, and reasoning had 
produced these explanations. Scientists studied the world, tested their 
ideas, and slowly refined their understanding. The picture that 
emerged seemed both rigorous and expansive.

What fascinated me most was not a single discovery but the sense that 
everything belonged together. The story of the Earth connected to the 
story of the stars. The development of life connected to the chemistry 
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of the planet. Even the human body appeared as a continuation of 
processes that had begun billions of years earlier.

The familiar world had quietly expanded. Behind the ordinary 
landscape there were layers of deep time. Beneath the ground there 
were vanished oceans and ancient continents. Above the sky there 
were galaxies and unimaginable distances. The everyday world had 
gained a hidden depth.

I did not yet know the words cosmology or evolution. I certainly did not 
know the word ontology. But something had already taken hold: the 
conviction that the world formed an intelligible whole. If we continued 
to investigate carefully enough, patiently enough, the entire story 
might one day become visible.

For a child this vision was almost irresistible. The universe appeared 
as a vast and intelligible order slowly revealing itself through patient 
inquiry. Everything seemed to belong to a single unfolding story: 
matter, life, intelligence, and the distant galaxies above the night sky. 
It was a vision capable of inspiring a particular form of awe, one that 
did not depend on myth or revelation but arose from the scientific 
picture of the world itself.
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3. Wonder Without God

The world described by science was not only intelligible. It was also 
immense.

The timescales alone were almost impossible to grasp. The Earth had 
formed billions of years ago. Life had slowly evolved across vast 
stretches of geological time. Entire species had appeared and 
disappeared long before the first humans existed. Even the stars 
themselves had life cycles measured not in centuries but in millions 
and billions of years.

To encounter such scales for the first time could be overwhelming.

The universe suddenly appeared much larger than the human world 
in which daily life unfolded. Behind the familiar landscape there were 
ancient oceans, vanished continents, and geological forces that had 
been shaping the planet for ages beyond imagination. Above the sky 
there were galaxies separated by distances so great that light itself 
required millions of years to cross them.

Yet this immensity did not feel hostile or meaningless. On the 
contrary, it often produced a strange sense of awe.
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Science, although usually presented as sober and rational, carried 
within it an emotional dimension that was rarely acknowledged. The 
story of the universe was not only a sequence of explanations. It was 
also a narrative of astonishing scope.

The atoms in the human body had once been formed in stars. The 
elements that made up rocks, oceans, plants, and animals all 
originated in processes that took place long before the Earth itself 
existed. In that sense the human world was not separate from the 
cosmos but deeply continuous with it.

Such insights could produce a feeling that was difficult to describe. It 
was not religious in the traditional sense. There was no creator behind 
the process, no divine intention guiding the unfolding of events. The 
universe appeared to operate according to natural laws rather than 
supernatural purpose.

And yet the experience could resemble what earlier cultures had called 
the sacred.

The night sky, once explained through myth, was now described 
through astrophysics. The origin of life, once attributed to divine 
creation, was studied through chemistry and evolution. But the sense 
of wonder did not disappear when myth was replaced by explanation.

In many cases it intensified.
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Understanding that the Earth orbits an ordinary star in a vast galaxy 
does not diminish the beauty of the night sky. Knowing that living 
organisms share a common evolutionary ancestry does not make life 
less remarkable. If anything, the opposite may be true. The deeper the 
explanation becomes, the more astonishing the story appears.

This is one of the quiet paradoxes of science.

Explanation does not necessarily reduce wonder. It often deepens it.

The universe revealed by modern cosmology is not smaller or more 
trivial than the mythical cosmos of earlier cultures. It is vastly larger, 
older, and more complex. Human beings appear within it as the result 
of a long chain of processes extending across billions of years.

For some people this realization produces a feeling of insignificance. 
The human species seems small and fragile when viewed against the 
scale of the cosmos.

But it can also produce another response.

The fact that conscious beings have emerged within this immense 
universe is itself remarkable. Matter organized itself into increasingly 
complex forms until eventually it became capable of reflecting on its 
own origin. The cosmos, in a sense, had become aware of itself.
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Such reflections do not require belief in a divine plan. They arise 
naturally from the scientific picture of the world itself.

The result is a form of wonder that resembles religious awe while 
remaining entirely secular.

There is no creator outside the universe.

There is only the universe itself, unfolding across unimaginable 
stretches of time, producing stars, planets, life, and consciousness.

To encounter this story is to realize that the ordinary human world is 
only a small part of a much larger process.

And yet it is within this small part that the universe has become visible 
to itself.







34

Part II
science as a powerful 

diorama
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4. Origin as Engine

In this book the word physics is used in a broad sense. It does not refer 
only to the specialized discipline studied in modern physics 
departments. Rather, it refers to the entire enterprise of natural science: 
astronomy, geology, chemistry, biology, and the many related fields 
that together investigate the processes of the natural world.

In this respect the term is closer to its ancient Greek origin. The word 
physis referred to nature itself, to the way things emerge, develop, and 
transform. The study of physis was therefore not limited to one branch 
of knowledge. It was an attempt to understand the unfolding of the 
natural world as a whole.

The modern sciences have divided this investigation into many 
specialized disciplines. Yet the broader picture they reveal together 
still resembles that older ambition: to understand how the world 
comes into being and how its many forms arise.

One question in particular has repeatedly driven this effort forward.

Where did it all come from?



37

A stone lying on the ground invites the question. A mountain range, a 
living organism, a planet, a distant galaxy. Objects do not appear only 
as things that exist here and now. They also appear as results of 
processes. They seem to carry traces of earlier stages, earlier 
conditions, earlier events.

To ask what something is often leads quickly to another question: how 
did it become what it is.

This curiosity about origins is older than science itself. Long before the 
development of modern astronomy or geology, cultures created 
stories that explained how the world had begun. Creation myths 
described the birth of the cosmos, the emergence of land and sea, the 
appearance of human beings and animals. These stories differed 
greatly from one culture to another, yet they shared a common 
impulse. They attempted to place the present world within a larger 
narrative that gave it meaning and coherence.

Science did not abolish this impulse. In many ways it intensified it.

The scientific investigation of nature gradually transformed the 
ancient question of origin into a systematic research program. Instead 
of stopping at a single moment of creation, scientists began tracing 
processes further and further back in time. Each explanation opened 
the possibility of a deeper one.
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The Earth, for example, was once thought to be a stable and 
unchanging stage on which life unfolded. Geological research 
revealed something very different. Mountains rose and eroded. 
Continents drifted slowly across the surface of the planet. Oceans 
opened and closed. The ground beneath everyday life turned out to 
have a long and dynamic history.

Biology underwent a similar transformation. Living organisms were 
no longer understood as fixed forms created once and for all. They 
became participants in an evolutionary process extending across 
immense periods of time. Species emerged, adapted, diversified, and 
sometimes disappeared entirely.

Even the elements themselves acquired a history. Physics and 
astronomy showed that many of the atoms present on Earth were 
formed in the interiors of stars. Stellar explosions scattered those 
elements across space, where they later became part of new stars and 
planets. The material world revealed itself as the outcome of cosmic 
processes that had begun long before the Earth existed.

Step by step a remarkable narrative began to take shape.

According to modern cosmology the universe itself has a history. It 
began in an extremely hot and dense state roughly fourteen billion 
years ago. Over time the expanding universe cooled, allowing matter 
to organize into increasingly complex structures. Clouds of gas formed 
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stars. Stars forged heavier elements in their cores. Planets condensed 
from the debris of earlier stellar generations.

On at least one of those planets, chemical processes eventually 
produced the first living systems. Over billions of years those simple 
forms evolved into the vast diversity of life we see today. Nervous 
systems emerged, followed by organisms capable of perception, 
memory, and learning. Much later still, a species appeared that could 
reflect consciously on its own origins.

The result was an extraordinary chain of transformations.

Cosmic expansion led to the formation of stars. Stars produced the 
elements required for planets. Planetary chemistry made possible the 
emergence of life. Evolution gradually produced organisms capable of 
awareness. And within that awareness the entire story of the universe 
began to be reconstructed.

What made this scientific narrative so powerful was not only the 
explanations it offered but the coherence it produced. Phenomena that 
once appeared unrelated now became parts of a single unfolding 
process.

The iron in the human bloodstream was linked to the explosions of 
ancient stars. The chemistry of living cells was connected to the 
formation of planets. Human consciousness itself appeared as a late 
development within a much longer cosmic history.
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The universe was no longer simply a collection of objects. It became a 
story.

In this story everything had a past. Mountains, oceans, forests, and 
living creatures were not static entities but temporary configurations 
within ongoing processes. The present world appeared as one moment 
within a vast continuum of transformations extending far beyond the 
scale of human history.

This vision possessed a remarkable intellectual appeal.

It promised not merely isolated explanations but a unified account of 
how the entire visible world had come into being. Separate scientific 
disciplines began to align within a larger framework. Cosmology, 
geology, chemistry, biology, and evolutionary theory could be 
understood as different chapters of the same overarching narrative.

The universe appeared as a dynamic system gradually generating 
complexity across immense spans of time.

For many people this picture of reality carries a powerful emotional 
resonance. It suggests that the world is intelligible not only in its 
present form but also in its history. Events that once seemed 
disconnected become stages within a continuous developmental 
process.
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In this sense the scientific search for origins functions as a kind of 
engine. Each answer generates further questions, extending the 
narrative deeper into the past and linking more phenomena within the 
same explanatory structure.

The attraction of such a vision is easy to understand.

It promises orientation within an otherwise overwhelming universe. It 
suggests that the world is not a random collection of unrelated facts 
but an ordered process that can gradually be understood. The more 
pieces of the puzzle are assembled, the more the entire picture appears 
to hold together.

Within this framework the universe becomes something more than a 
physical environment. It becomes a comprehensible story of 
transformation, a sequence of events in which matter, life, and 
consciousness emerge from earlier stages.

It is difficult to overestimate the intellectual and emotional power of 
such a vision.

For the first time in human history it seemed possible that the entire 
visible world might be understood within a single coherent narrative.



42

During my student years I encountered thinkers who tried to extend 
this scientific narrative even further. Philosophers such as Henri 
Bergson and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin described evolution not 
merely as a biological process but as a cosmic movement of increasing 
complexity and consciousness. Others, like Oliver Reiser, attempted 
to construct philosophical systems that integrated science, cosmology, 
and spiritual development into a single grand synthesis.

For a student fascinated by the “big picture”, such visions were 
immensely attractive. At the time these visions felt persuasive. They 
suggested that the scientific narrative might eventually grow into a 
comprehensive philosophy of existence, one capable of explaining not 
only how the universe developed but also what place human 
consciousness might occupy within it. 

It suggested that the long chain of cosmic events might ultimately form 
a single intelligible whole.
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5. The Intoxication of Coherence

The power of the scientific picture of the universe does not lie only in 
the discoveries it produces, but in the sense of coherence it creates. 
Phenomena that once appeared unrelated begin to fit together within 
a single expanding narrative. The formation of stars explains the origin 
of elements. Planetary chemistry connects with the emergence of life. 
Evolution links simple organisms to the appearance of intelligence.

Gradually the world begins to look less like a collection of separate 
facts and more like a vast interconnected process.

At first this coherence emerges slowly. A new discovery clarifies an 
older observation. A theory developed in one field unexpectedly 
illuminates a phenomenon in another. Connections begin to appear 
between disciplines that once seemed independent of one another.

Astronomy explains the formation of elements. Chemistry explains the 
possibilities of molecular structures. Biology describes how those 
structures become part of living systems. Evolutionary theory shows 
how those systems gradually diversify and adapt over immense 
stretches of time.
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What initially appears as a collection of specialized investigations 
gradually begins to resemble a single expanding framework of 
understanding.

Within that framework, the universe becomes increasingly intelligible. 
Events that once seemed accidental or mysterious can be placed within 
a sequence of processes. The present world becomes the outcome of 
earlier transformations.

A mountain range is no longer simply a landscape feature. It is the 
result of tectonic movements occurring across millions of years. A 
living organism is no longer a fixed form but a temporary expression 
of evolutionary history. Even the chemical elements in the human 
body reveal themselves as products of ancient stellar processes.

Each explanation connects with others. Each discovery strengthens the 
sense that the world forms a coherent whole.

This coherence has a powerful intellectual appeal.

Human curiosity rarely stops at isolated answers. Once one 
explanation is accepted, it immediately invites another question. How 
does this connect with something else? What earlier process produced 
this one? What broader pattern might include both?

The search for knowledge therefore tends to move toward larger and 
larger frameworks. Separate observations are gathered together. 
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Patterns are identified. Relationships are established. Gradually the 
world begins to appear less fragmented and more structured.

When enough connections have been established, a remarkable shift 
can occur.

The individual discoveries themselves may remain complex, 
uncertain, and subject to revision. Yet the overall picture begins to feel 
increasingly stable. The many pieces appear to support one another. 
Each part of the story seems to confirm the others.

The universe becomes more than an object of investigation. It becomes 
an intelligible narrative.

This narrative possesses a particular emotional quality. The more 
connections appear, the more satisfying the picture becomes. The 
mind experiences a sense of orientation. Confusion gives way to order. 
Seemingly unrelated phenomena become stages within a continuous 
process.

In such moments understanding can feel almost exhilarating.

The scientific worldview then offers not only explanations but also a 
sense of intellectual harmony. The world appears organized according 
to comprehensible principles. The diversity of natural phenomena 
begins to resemble variations within a single underlying structure.
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It is this experience that gives the scientific picture of the universe 
much of its persuasive power.

The more phenomena are successfully integrated into the same 
framework, the stronger the impression becomes that the framework 
itself reveals something fundamental about reality. Each new 
discovery seems to confirm the overall structure rather than challenge 
it.

Coherence begins to generate confidence.

The world appears ordered. The explanations appear mutually 
reinforcing. The narrative of cosmic development seems capable of 
absorbing new discoveries without losing its overall shape.

For those who encounter this picture for the first time, the effect can be 
striking. The universe begins to appear as a single unfolding process 
extending from the earliest moments of cosmic history to the present 
day.

Within this process, matter organizes itself into stars and galaxies. 
Stars produce the elements that later form planets. Planetary 
environments allow complex chemistry to develop. Chemistry gives 
rise to life. Life evolves into organisms capable of perception, thought, 
and reflection.
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Human beings then appear not as isolated observers but as 
participants within this long chain of transformations.

Seen in this way, the entire cosmos acquires a certain unity.

The scientific narrative does not merely describe individual events. It 
suggests that everything belongs within the same vast developmental 
process. The universe appears as a dynamic system in which structure 
and complexity gradually emerge from earlier conditions.

Such a vision can be deeply compelling.

It offers a form of intellectual satisfaction that few other perspectives 
provide. The mind encounters a world that seems not only vast but 
also comprehensible. Diversity becomes intelligible variation. History 
becomes ordered development. The apparent chaos of phenomena 
begins to reveal an underlying pattern.

For many people this experience produces a sense of admiration 
toward the scientific enterprise itself. Through careful observation, 
experimentation, and theoretical work, generations of researchers 
have gradually assembled an increasingly coherent picture of the 
universe.

The achievement is extraordinary.
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And yet the power of this picture does not lie only in its individual 
discoveries. It lies in the overall impression that those discoveries 
create together.

A world in which everything appears to fit together possesses a 
particular fascination.

The more the pieces seem to align, the more natural the entire structure 
begins to feel. The scientific account of the universe comes to resemble 
not just a set of explanations but a comprehensive vision of reality 
itself.

It is at this point that coherence can become something more than a 
useful intellectual tool.

It can become intoxicating.
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6. The Scientific World 
as a Working Whole

The scientific picture of the universe is not only coherent. It also 
functions as a remarkably effective system of investigation.

Over the past centuries the natural sciences have developed a wide 
range of methods for studying the world. Observation, measurement, 
experimentation, and theoretical modeling form the core of this 
activity. These methods allow researchers to test ideas, compare 
results, and refine explanations. In this way knowledge gradually 
accumulates.

What makes this system particularly powerful is the way different 
disciplines support one another.

Astronomy studies the large-scale structure of the universe: stars, 
galaxies, and cosmic history. Geology investigates the formation and 
transformation of the Earth. Chemistry explores the behavior of 
substances and the structure of molecules. Biology examines living 
systems and their evolution.
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Each field focuses on its own range of phenomena, yet the boundaries 
between them are far from rigid. Astronomy traces the origin of the 
elements, chemistry explains the processes that make life possible, and 
biology shows how these processes unfold within evolving organisms. 
Together they form a continuous narrative linking the history and 
form an interconnected network of inquiry.

This network allows scientists to approach complex problems from 
multiple directions. A single phenomenon may be examined through 
different methods and interpreted within several theoretical 
frameworks. Measurements can be repeated, results compared, and 
interpretations refined.

In this way the scientific enterprise maintains a continuous process of 
correction and adjustment.

No single observation is considered decisive on its own. Individual 
results must be confirmed, replicated, and integrated into the broader 
structure of knowledge. When inconsistencies appear, they often lead 
to new questions and further investigation.

Gradually the system stabilizes itself.

Ideas that survive repeated testing become part of the working 
framework of science. They provide reliable tools for understanding 
and predicting natural processes. At the same time the framework 
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remains open to revision. New discoveries may extend or modify 
existing theories.

This combination of stability and flexibility gives the scientific 
enterprise much of its strength.

Scientific knowledge is not a static collection of facts. It is an ongoing 
process of inquiry. Observations generate hypotheses. Hypotheses 
lead to experiments. Experiments produce new data that must be 
interpreted within broader theoretical models.

The process is rarely straightforward. Research often involves long 
periods of careful measurement, routine procedures, and incremental 
progress. Dramatic breakthroughs are relatively rare. Most advances 
emerge gradually through the cumulative work of many researchers.

Yet over time the results can be remarkable.

The sciences have revealed the age of the Earth, the structure of atoms, 
the evolution of life, and the large-scale history of the cosmos. They 
have produced technologies that allow human beings to explore 
distant planets, manipulate genetic material, and observe events 
occurring billions of light-years away.

These achievements reinforce the credibility of the scientific 
worldview.
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A framework that consistently produces reliable explanations and 
practical results naturally gains authority. The ability to predict 
natural phenomena, to construct working technologies, and to solve 
practical problems gives scientific knowledge a strong foundation in 
everyday experience.

For many people this practical success is one of the most convincing 
aspects of the scientific enterprise.

Scientific explanations are not only intellectually satisfying; they also 
work. Aircraft fly according to principles derived from physics. 
Medicines influence biological processes in predictable ways. 
Communication technologies depend on well-understood properties 
of electromagnetic fields.

Each successful application strengthens the impression that the 
scientific description of the world corresponds closely to reality itself.

The system therefore reinforces its own credibility.

The more effectively scientific knowledge functions in practice, the 
more natural its underlying assumptions begin to appear. The 
methods that produced these results seem reliable. The theoretical 
frameworks that guide research appear well justified.

Gradually the scientific worldview acquires a certain stability.
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Within this framework the natural world appears ordered and 
intelligible. Phenomena can be investigated, explained, and often 
predicted. The universe seems to operate according to consistent 
processes that can be studied and understood.

This does not mean that all questions have been answered. Many 
aspects of the natural world remain uncertain or unexplained. New 
discoveries frequently challenge existing theories and open new areas 
of investigation.

Yet the overall structure remains remarkably robust.

The scientific enterprise continues to expand, refine its methods, and 
integrate new findings into its existing framework. Each generation of 
researchers contributes to the gradual extension of this shared body of 
knowledge.

Seen from within the system, the world appears increasingly 
transparent to investigation.

The success of this approach makes the scientific worldview not only 
intellectually compelling but also practically indispensable. It 
provides reliable tools for navigating the natural world and 
understanding its processes.
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For this reason the scientific picture of the universe has become one of 
the most influential frameworks through which modern societies 
interpret reality.

When a system of knowledge functions this effectively, it can easily 
come to appear not merely as a method of investigation but as a direct 
description of the world itself.
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7. Anomalies

Scientific knowledge often appears as a remarkably coherent structure. 
Observations support theories, theories guide new experiments, and 
discoveries fit into an expanding network of explanations. From 
within this structure the world can seem almost completely 
understood. Yet the history of science shows that this coherence is 
never perfect. Small irregularities persist. Measurements do not align 
exactly with predictions. Certain phenomena resist straightforward 
explanation. These irregularities are usually called anomalies.

An anomaly does not immediately threaten a scientific framework. In 
most cases it is treated as a temporary problem, something that will 
eventually find its place within the existing structure. Scientists refine 
their measurements, introduce auxiliary hypotheses, or develop more 
precise theories. Often the anomaly disappears as the system becomes 
more refined. The coherence of the scientific world remains largely 
intact.

Sometimes, however, anomalies accumulate. They begin to reveal 
tensions within the structure itself. What once appeared as a stable 
explanatory framework begins to show cracks. Concepts that once 
seemed obvious become questionable. At such moments a 
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reconfiguration may occur. New concepts are introduced, new models 
are proposed, and the scientific picture of the world shifts. What was 
once taken as self-evident becomes part of an earlier way of seeing.

From the perspective of dioramic analysis, anomalies are not merely 
technical difficulties within science. They reveal something about the 
structure of coherent worlds in general. Every coherent configuration 
creates a field in which certain phenomena appear meaningful and 
others appear marginal or puzzling. Anomalies mark the points where 
the configuration encounters its limits. They are small openings 
through which the constructed character of a world briefly becomes 
visible.

Perhaps a few examples help to clarify what is meant by anomalies. At 
the end of the nineteenth century physicists believed that the basic 
structure of the physical world was largely understood. Classical 
mechanics, electromagnetism, and thermodynamics together formed a 
powerful and coherent framework. Yet small problems persisted. The 
orbit of Mercury deviated slightly from Newtonian predictions. 
Experiments on the speed of light failed to detect the motion of the 
Earth through the hypothetical ether. These discrepancies were 
initially treated as technical puzzles within an otherwise stable system.

During the early twentieth century such anomalies played an 
important role in the emergence of new theoretical frameworks. 
Einstein’s theory of relativity accounted for the unexplained motion of 
Mercury and removed the need for the ether. Quantum theory arose in 
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response to a series of puzzling observations about radiation and 
atomic structure. In retrospect these developments appear as decisive 
breakthroughs. At the time, however, they began as attempts to 
resolve relatively small inconsistencies within the existing picture of 
nature.

These episodes illustrate an important feature of coherent worlds. A 
framework may function successfully for long periods while small 
irregularities remain unresolved. Most of the time these irregularities 
do not undermine the structure as a whole. Occasionally, however, 
they reveal deeper tensions. When this happens the world that once 
seemed stable begins to reorganize itself around new concepts and 
new forms of coherence.

Not all anomalies arise within the normal practice of science. Some 
appear at its margins, in reports of unusual or poorly understood 
phenomena. Most of these remain controversial or unresolved. Yet 
their persistence illustrates again that coherent frameworks never fully 
exhaust the field of experience.
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Part III 
dioramic analysis
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8. What is a Diorama?

The scientific worldview described in the previous chapters is one of 
the most coherent and successful systems of knowledge ever 
developed. It explains an enormous range of phenomena and has 
proven extraordinarily effective in practice. Through centuries of 
investigation it has assembled a detailed picture of the natural world 
and its history.

Yet it can be illuminating to look at such systems of understanding 
from a slightly different perspective.

One way to do this is to think of them as dioramas. A diorama is a 
constructed scene in which many separate elements are arranged so 
that together they create the impression of a small but complete world. 
Landscapes, figures, objects, lighting, and perspective combine to 
produce a coherent image. When the arrangement is successful, the 
scene appears natural and convincing.

A diorama is not merely a metaphor for a worldview. It is a structural 
description of how coherence appears in experience. It allows us to 
analyze how different worlds stabilize themselves.
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Viewed from outside, the structure of a diorama is easy to recognize. 
One can see how the elements have been placed, how perspective is 
guided, and how the various components support one another to 
create the overall effect.

Viewed from within the scene, however, the experience can be quite 
different. The individual elements disappear into the larger 
composition. What remains is the impression of a unified world.

Something similar can happen in systems of thought.

Scientific theories, philosophical systems, and religious worldviews 
often assemble many different concepts, observations, and 
interpretations into a structured picture of reality. Individual elements 
reinforce one another. Explanations connect across disciplines. 
Observations are interpreted within broader frameworks.

Gradually a coherent world comes into view.

Within such a framework the relationships between phenomena begin 
to appear natural. The explanations seem to follow logically from one 
another. The entire structure acquires an internal consistency that can 
make it feel self-evident.

In this respect a worldview can resemble a diorama.
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The comparison does not suggest that such frameworks are artificial or 
deceptive. Dioramas are not illusions intended to mislead. They are 
carefully constructed representations that allow complex scenes to 
become visible in a limited space.

Their purpose is not to replace reality but to make certain aspects of it 
intelligible.

In a similar way, systems of knowledge organize experience so that 
patterns and relationships can be understood. Concepts are defined, 
observations are interpreted, and explanatory models are developed. 
Through this process a structured picture of the world gradually 
emerges.

The result is a configuration in which many different elements work 
together to produce a coherent understanding.

The scientific worldview can be approached in this way.

Over centuries it has assembled observations from astronomy, 
geology, chemistry, and biology into a unified narrative of cosmic and 
natural history. In this narrative stars produce the elements from 
which planets form, planetary environments allow complex chemistry 
to develop, and chemistry eventually gives rise to living systems that 
evolve and diversify over time.
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Within this framework the universe appears as a vast and 
interconnected process.

The power of this picture lies partly in its explanatory success. It also 
lies in the way its many components support one another. Theories 
developed in one discipline connect with discoveries in another. 
Observations from different fields reinforce the same general 
narrative.

Together these elements produce a remarkably stable image of the 
natural world.

The diorama perspective does not deny the validity or achievements 
of this framework. On the contrary, it helps to clarify how such a 
powerful and convincing world can appear.

By examining how different elements are arranged and connected, one 
can begin to understand how coherent pictures of reality are formed.

This perspective also makes it possible to recognize that different 
configurations of interpretation may produce different worlds of 
understanding.

Human history contains many such configurations. Religious 
traditions, philosophical systems, and cultural narratives have each 
organized experience in distinctive ways. Within their own 
frameworks these worlds often appear just as coherent and 
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meaningful as the scientific worldview appears within modern 
culture.

Each configuration highlights certain aspects of experience while 
leaving others in the background.

To approach these frameworks as dioramas is therefore not to dismiss 
them, but to examine how they work. It invites us to look not only at 
the world that appears within a system of thought, but also at the 
structure that allows that world to come into view.
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9. Functioning Order 
Without Foundation

The diorama perspective introduced in the previous chapter invites a 
slightly different way of approaching systems of knowledge. Instead 
of asking immediately whether a worldview reveals the ultimate 
structure of reality, one may begin with a simpler and more practical 
question: how does this world actually function? What kinds of order 
does it produce, and how stable is that order in practice?

When this question is applied to the scientific worldview, the answer 
is unmistakable. The system functions extraordinarily well. Over the 
past centuries the natural sciences have developed powerful methods 
for investigating the world. Observations are recorded with increasing 
precision, experiments isolate specific processes, and mathematical 
models describe relationships that would otherwise remain hidden. 
Through these methods scientists are able not only to describe 
phenomena but also to explain events, predict outcomes, and 
construct technologies that reliably interact with the physical world.

In practical terms the system works.
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The success of this approach has encouraged many people to assume 
that the scientific worldview must therefore rest on a secure 
foundation. If a framework explains so much, produces reliable 
predictions, and enables effective technologies, it seems natural to 
conclude that it reveals the fundamental structure of reality itself. The 
remarkable achievements of modern science appear to confirm this 
intuition again and again.

From the perspective introduced here, however, the situation may 
look slightly different. A functioning system does not necessarily 
require a final foundation beneath it. What it requires above all is 
internal stability. The different elements within the system must work 
together in ways that allow the overall structure to continue operating 
effectively.

Scientific knowledge achieves this stability through a complex 
network of mutually supporting practices. Observations confirm 
theoretical predictions. Experiments test hypotheses under controlled 
conditions. Mathematical models connect phenomena that might 
otherwise appear unrelated. Over time these different elements 
become integrated into a shared framework in which explanations 
reinforce one another.

Within such a structure knowledge gradually acquires reliability. 
Predictions become possible because the relationships between 
phenomena have been clarified. Practical applications become feasible 
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because the relevant processes can be described and manipulated with 
increasing precision. In this sense the order produced by science is not 
primarily a metaphysical foundation but a functioning configuration 
of practices, concepts, and explanatory models.

This configuration allows human beings to navigate the natural world 
with remarkable effectiveness. It organizes experience, guides 
investigation, and generates new knowledge. As the system expands 
it incorporates new discoveries, refines existing theories, and extends 
its explanatory reach across ever larger domains of phenomena.

The coherence described in earlier chapters plays an important role in 
maintaining this stability. When explanations from different scientific 
fields converge, the entire framework gains strength. Theories 
developed in one discipline illuminate questions in another. 
Observations from astronomy, geology, chemistry, and biology 
become integrated within a shared narrative of cosmic and natural 
history. Gradually the system begins to reinforce itself.

At this point the distinction between functioning order and ultimate 
foundation can easily become blurred. A framework that operates 
reliably across many domains of experience begins to appear not 
merely useful but inevitable. Its principles seem less like working 
assumptions and more like necessary features of reality itself.

The diorama perspective helps to clarify this transition. A diorama 
works because its elements are arranged in a particular way. 
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Perspective, scale, and lighting combine to produce a convincing scene 
in which the relationships between objects appear natural and self-
evident. Yet the coherence of the scene arises from the arrangement 
itself rather than from any independent reality within the miniature 
world.

In a similar way the scientific framework organizes observations and 
explanations so that a stable and intelligible picture of the universe 
becomes visible. The resulting worldview may correspond closely 
with many aspects of the natural world, yet its coherence still arises 
from a particular configuration of methods, concepts, and interpretive 
practices.

Seen in this light, the strength of the scientific worldview lies precisely 
in its functioning order. It does not depend on access to a final 
metaphysical ground beneath the phenomena it describes. Instead it 
operates as a dynamic system that continuously refines itself through 
observation, experimentation, and theoretical development.

New discoveries may modify existing theories, and unexpected 
observations may open entirely new areas of investigation. Yet the 
framework remains capable of integrating these developments 
without collapsing. The system evolves while maintaining its internal 
coherence.

For this reason the scientific worldview should not be understood as a 
fragile structure that requires philosophical proof of an ultimate 
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foundation. Its stability arises from its ability to function. Through 
centuries of inquiry the sciences have assembled an extraordinarily 
effective configuration for exploring the natural world.

Seen from within this framework, the resulting universe appears 
stable, intelligible, and deeply ordered. Seen from outside it, however, 
one can begin to notice the structure that makes this coherence 
possible.

And it is precisely this structure that the diorama perspective seeks to 
examine.





78

10. Why This Is Not Relativism

The diorama perspective may initially raise an understandable 
concern. If different systems of knowledge can be approached as 
configurations that organize experience in particular ways, does this 
mean that all worldviews are equally valid? Does it imply that science, 
religion, philosophy, and myth are merely alternative interpretations 
without any meaningful distinction between them?

At first glance the idea might seem to point in that direction. If every 
worldview functions as a structured arrangement of concepts, 
observations, and interpretations, one might conclude that truth 
becomes entirely relative to the framework within which it appears.

Yet this conclusion does not follow from the diorama perspective.

To recognize that a system of knowledge organizes experience in a 
particular way is not to deny that some systems function more 
effectively than others. Dioramas themselves illustrate this clearly. 
Some are carefully constructed, coherent, and convincing. Others are 
poorly arranged and fail to produce a believable scene. The difference 
is immediately apparent to anyone who looks at them.
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In the same way, systems of knowledge can be evaluated according to 
how well they function.

The scientific worldview has become extraordinarily influential not 
because it is simply one interpretation among many, but because it has 
demonstrated an exceptional capacity to investigate, explain, and 
predict natural phenomena. Its methods allow observations to be 
tested, hypotheses to be refined, and errors to be corrected over time. 
This process has produced an expanding body of knowledge that 
proves reliable in both theory and practice.

Aircraft remain in the air because the physical principles on which 
they are designed correspond closely to the behavior of the natural 
world. Medicines influence biological systems in ways that can be 
measured and reproduced. Spacecraft navigate through the solar 
system according to calculations that consistently match observed 
reality.

These achievements are not arbitrary.

They show that the scientific framework possesses an extraordinary 
degree of internal coherence and practical effectiveness. Its 
explanatory models correspond sufficiently well with observable 
processes to allow human beings to interact with the natural world in 
increasingly precise ways.
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From the diorama perspective this success does not disappear. On the 
contrary, it becomes easier to understand why the scientific worldview 
has achieved such a stable position in modern culture.

It works.

The framework organizes experience in a way that allows reliable 
knowledge to accumulate. Observations from different domains 
reinforce one another. Theoretical models guide further investigation. 
When errors occur they are often detected and corrected through 
additional experimentation and analysis.

Over time this process produces a structure that becomes both stable 
and flexible. Stable enough to support practical applications and 
technological development, yet flexible enough to incorporate new 
discoveries.

Other systems of interpretation may offer meaning, moral orientation, 
or symbolic insight, but they rarely produce the same level of 
predictive and practical reliability in the investigation of natural 
processes.

Recognizing this difference does not require us to claim that science 
provides access to a final metaphysical foundation of reality. It simply 
acknowledges that certain configurations of knowledge function more 
effectively within particular domains of experience.
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Science functions exceptionally well in the domain of natural 
phenomena.

The diorama perspective therefore does not collapse all forms of 
knowledge into a single undifferentiated relativism. Instead it invites 
a more careful examination of how different frameworks operate, 
what kinds of questions they address, and how successfully they 
organize the experiences they attempt to interpret.

From this point of view the strength of the scientific worldview 
becomes even more visible. Its coherence, methodological rigor, and 
practical success have produced one of the most powerful systems of 
inquiry ever developed.

At the same time, recognizing its structure as a configuration of 
knowledge allows us to step back slightly from the assumption that it 
must represent the final or ultimate description of reality.

What emerges instead is a more nuanced understanding.

Scientific knowledge can be both extraordinarily effective and 
historically situated. It can reveal important aspects of the natural 
world while still remaining part of an evolving framework of 
investigation.
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Seen in this light, the diorama perspective does not diminish the 
achievements of science. It clarifies the conditions that make those 
achievements possible.

And it allows us to examine the scientific worldview with both 
appreciation and philosophical clarity.
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Part IV 
the seduction of totality
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11. The Desire for Pattern

The previous chapters described how the scientific worldview 
organizes experience into a coherent and functioning order. Through 
observation, experimentation, and theoretical interpretation the 
sciences assemble an increasingly detailed picture of the natural 
world. Within that framework many phenomena that once appeared 
unrelated begin to fit together in a meaningful way.

Yet the human attraction to such coherence did not begin with science. 
The desire to see patterns in the world is far older and far more 
widespread.

During my teenage years this tendency appeared in unexpected 
directions. Alongside my growing interest in astronomy and physics, 
I became fascinated by subjects that stood much further from the 
scientific tradition. Astrology, reports of unidentified flying objects, 
and the symbolic language of the tarot cards all attracted my attention 
for a time.

I once studied my own astrological chart with great curiosity. The 
diagram itself was striking. Circles, symbols, intersecting lines, and 
precise angular relationships suggested a hidden architecture 
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connecting my life to the motions of the heavens. Even without fully 
accepting the claims of astrology, the visual order of the chart carried 
a certain fascination. It seemed to promise that the events of a human 
life might be part of a larger cosmic configuration.

Looking back, it is clear that I never fully believed in these systems. 
Even then I sensed that their claims lacked the careful methods that 
characterized scientific investigation. Yet this did not diminish their 
fascination. They seemed to promise that hidden connections might 
exist beneath the surface of ordinary events.

Astrology, for example, proposed that the movements of distant 
planets corresponded with human affairs on Earth. The idea suggested 
that individual lives might be part of a larger cosmic pattern. UFO 
reports carried a different kind of mystery. They hinted that unknown 
intelligences or technologies might already be present in the skies 
above us. Tarot cards offered yet another form of pattern, presenting 
life as a symbolic narrative that could be interpreted through 
archetypal images.

Although these systems differed greatly in their assumptions and 
methods, they shared an underlying attraction. Each suggested that 
the apparent randomness of events might conceal a deeper structure.

This possibility has always held a powerful appeal for the human 
imagination.
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When patterns appear in the world they create a sense of orientation. 
Events begin to seem connected rather than isolated. Experiences that 
once felt arbitrary acquire a place within a larger order. Even when the 
pattern remains only partially understood, its presence suggests that 
the world may be more intelligible than it first appears.

Science satisfies this desire for pattern through disciplined methods of 
observation and verification. Astrology and similar systems approach 
it through symbolic interpretation. The difference between these 
approaches is profound, yet the underlying impulse remains 
recognizably similar.

Human beings have always searched for meaningful structure in the 
events that surround them.

In retrospect my teenage explorations can be understood in this light. 
They were not simply digressions from a scientific path. They 
expressed a broader curiosity about how the world might be 
organized. Whether through planetary motions, mysterious objects in 
the sky, or symbolic images drawn from ancient traditions, each of 
these systems seemed to suggest that reality might contain hidden 
patterns waiting to be discovered.

The attraction of such possibilities is easy to understand. A world 
governed entirely by randomness would offer little orientation for 
human thought. The discovery of structure, by contrast, gives the 
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mind something to grasp. Patterns provide continuity, meaning, and 
the promise that the universe may be intelligible at some deeper level.

At the same time these explorations revealed an important distinction. 
Scientific inquiry required patience, evidence, and a willingness to 
revise conclusions when observations contradicted expectations. The 
alternative systems that fascinated me during those years rarely 
demanded such discipline. Their patterns were often flexible enough 
to accommodate almost any outcome.

For that reason they remained intriguing but ultimately unconvincing.

The episode nevertheless revealed something important about the 
human search for understanding. The desire for pattern does not 
belong exclusively to science, religion, or philosophy. It appears 
wherever human beings attempt to interpret the events of their lives.

Different traditions respond to this impulse in different ways. Some 
develop symbolic languages, others elaborate mythological narratives, 
and still others construct systematic theories supported by observation 
and experiment.

All of them, in their own manner, attempt to transform the apparent 
chaos of experience into a recognizable order.

Seen from the perspective developed in the previous chapters, this 
tendency can be understood as part of the broader process through 
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which worlds are configured. Systems of interpretation gather 
observations, concepts, and symbols into structures that allow reality 
to appear intelligible. Within these structures patterns emerge and 
connections become visible.

The scientific worldview represents one of the most powerful and 
reliable realizations of this impulse. Yet the impulse itself is much 
older than science and continues to express itself in many different 
forms.

The search for pattern is therefore not merely an intellectual activity. It 
is a fundamental aspect of how human beings orient themselves 
within the world.

And once the mind has discovered the possibility of pattern, a further 
question almost inevitably follows.

If patterns exist, might it be possible to discover the pattern that 
contains them all?
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12. The Dream of Total Explanation

Once the search for patterns begins, it rarely stops at modest 
ambitions. The discovery of local regularities naturally raises a further 
question. If certain events follow recognizable structures, might those 
structures themselves belong to an even larger order?

Human thought repeatedly moves in this direction. Individual 
explanations invite broader explanations. Separate patterns suggest 
the possibility of a pattern that contains them all.

In science this tendency appears in the search for unified theories. The 
laws that govern motion, matter, and energy are gradually brought 
together into increasingly comprehensive frameworks. In philosophy 
the same impulse takes the form of systems that attempt to account for 
reality as a whole. Religious traditions, in their own way, also respond 
to this aspiration by describing the universe as part of a cosmic plan or 
divine order.

The attraction of such total visions is easy to understand. They promise 
to transform the scattered fragments of experience into a single 



93

intelligible picture. Nothing would remain isolated or unexplained. 
Every phenomenon would find its place within a larger structure.

During my early twenties this possibility exercised a powerful 
influence on my imagination.

Among the writers who shaped my thinking at that time, Olaf 
Stapledon occupies a special place. His books did something unusual 
even within the already expansive tradition of science fiction. Rather 
than focusing on individual adventures or technological inventions, he 
attempted to imagine the history of intelligence across vast stretches of 
cosmic time.

In Last and First Men the story of humanity unfolds across millions of 
years. Entire civilizations rise and disappear. New forms of human 
and post-human life emerge. The future becomes a long evolutionary 
drama extending far beyond the present moment.

In Star Maker the perspective expands even further. Conscious beings 
across the universe gradually become aware of one another. Entire 
galaxies participate in immense networks of intelligence. The narrative 
ultimately moves beyond individual species and begins to 
contemplate the universe itself as a total creative process.

For a reader already fascinated by the “big picture”, such visions were 
intoxicating.



94

These books suggested that it might be possible to think about 
existence on the largest imaginable scale. Not only individual 
phenomena, but the entire universe could be approached as a coherent 
process. History, biology, consciousness, and cosmology might all 
belong to a single unfolding narrative.

At that time I encountered similar ambitions in philosophy as well. 
Thinkers such as Henri Bergson and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
attempted to interpret evolution as a process moving toward 
increasing complexity and consciousness. The universe itself appeared 
as a dynamic movement, gradually giving rise to life, mind, and 
reflection.

These ideas shared an underlying conviction. Reality was not merely a 
collection of unrelated events. It possessed direction, structure, and 
perhaps even meaning.

For someone searching for intellectual orientation, such visions carried 
enormous appeal. They seemed to promise that the universe could 
ultimately be understood as a single coherent whole.

The dream of total explanation was therefore not limited to speculative 
fiction or metaphysical philosophy. It appeared wherever human 
thought attempted to integrate knowledge across multiple domains. 
Physics, biology, psychology, and cosmology might all contribute to a 
unified account of existence.
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At that stage in my life this possibility seemed not only attractive but 
almost inevitable. If scientific knowledge continued to expand, surely 
the various fragments of understanding would eventually converge. 
The entire structure of reality might one day become visible.

The ambition itself was exhilarating. To think the universe as a whole 
meant participating, at least imaginatively, in a perspective far larger 
than individual experience. Human curiosity appeared capable of 
extending its reach across the immense scales of cosmic history.

Yet the dream of total explanation also carries a subtle transformation.

When the desire for pattern expands far enough, it begins to shift from 
the discovery of connections to the construction of comprehensive 
images. The mind no longer merely observes relationships between 
phenomena. It attempts to arrange them within a single conceptual 
architecture.

At that point a new question quietly emerges.

If the universe can be represented as a complete structure, how might 
such a structure be drawn?
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13. When Coherence Becomes Reality

The search for patterns often begins modestly. Individual observations 
are connected, small explanations are proposed, and local regularities 
gradually emerge. Over time these fragments may be integrated into 
larger frameworks that organize many different phenomena within a 
single structure.

When such frameworks become sufficiently coherent, something 
subtle begins to happen.

The order they reveal can start to feel indistinguishable from reality 
itself.

This transformation is not the result of a deliberate decision. It occurs 
gradually as explanations accumulate and reinforce one another. 
Observations support theoretical models, models predict new 
observations, and the resulting network of relationships becomes 
increasingly stable.

Within such a system the world appears ordered and intelligible. 
Phenomena that once seemed unrelated now fit together within a 
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common narrative. The structure of the universe begins to appear not 
merely understandable, but almost inevitable.

Coherence begins to resemble truth.

The sciences provide one of the most powerful examples of this 
process. Over centuries scientific investigation has revealed 
connections between phenomena across enormous ranges of scale. 
Within the scientific worldview the same framework connects cosmic 
processes, planetary environments, and biological evolution into a 
single history of nature. These connections are not imagined. They are 
supported by observation, measurement, and experiment. The 
resulting picture of the universe is therefore extraordinarily 
persuasive.

Yet the persuasiveness of the scientific worldview does not arise solely 
from the accuracy of its individual discoveries. It also emerges from 
the coherence of the overall structure.

When many explanations converge within a single framework, the 
framework itself acquires a special authority. Its internal consistency 
makes it appear less like a model and more like the world itself.

At that point the distinction between description and reality can 
become difficult to perceive.
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A scientific theory is originally proposed as a way of organizing 
observations. Its concepts and equations help researchers interpret 
data and predict outcomes. As the theory proves successful, however, 
its terms begin to feel increasingly concrete.

Particles, fields, spacetime, and energy start to appear as the actual 
building blocks of the universe rather than as elements of a conceptual 
framework designed to describe natural processes.

This shift is subtle but significant.

What began as an explanatory structure gradually becomes reified. 
The coherence of the model is experienced as the structure of reality 
itself.

The same transformation has occurred many times in the history of 
human thought. Philosophical systems, religious cosmologies, and 
symbolic traditions have all constructed coherent visions of the world 
that eventually came to be regarded as descriptions of ultimate reality.

The power of coherence can therefore be both illuminating and 
seductive.

It is illuminating because coherence allows scattered observations to 
become intelligible. Patterns that once appeared mysterious are 
clarified through systematic investigation. Knowledge becomes 
cumulative, and understanding deepens across generations.
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At the same time coherence can become seductive when the success of 
a framework encourages the belief that the framework itself reveals 
the final structure of existence.

From the perspective developed in this book, this moment marks an 
important transition.

A functioning configuration of knowledge begins to present itself as 
the underlying reality it describes.

The diorama perspective helps to illuminate this transition without 
dismissing the achievements of science. The remarkable coherence of 
the scientific worldview remains fully visible. The discoveries that 
produced this coherence remain valid within the domain of natural 
phenomena.

What changes is the interpretation of the structure itself.

Instead of treating the scientific framework as the final foundation of 
reality, the diorama perspective invites us to see it as an 
extraordinarily successful configuration of concepts, methods, and 
observations.

The coherence of the structure does not disappear. It remains one of 
the most powerful intellectual achievements in human history.

But its status becomes clearer.
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Coherence is not the same as ultimate reality.

It is the result of a particular way of organizing experience.

Recognizing this distinction does not diminish the achievements of 
science. On the contrary, it allows those achievements to be 
appreciated without the additional assumption that they must 
represent the final structure of the universe.

The scientific worldview remains immensely powerful. Its 
explanations continue to guide investigation and technological 
development. Its models continue to reveal patterns within the natural 
world.

Yet the framework itself can now be seen with a slightly different 
clarity.

It is not the final ground of reality.

It is one of the most successful ways human beings have discovered for 
making the world intelligible.

One consequence of this transformation is sometimes described as 
scientism. The term does not refer to science itself, but to the belief that 
the scientific description of the world must ultimately exhaust reality. 
According to this view, every meaningful question about existence 
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should in principle be answerable within the framework of natural 
science.

From the perspective developed in this book, such a conclusion is 
understandable but not necessary. The extraordinary success of 
scientific investigation makes it tempting to assume that the 
framework which produces this success must also reveal the final 
structure of reality. Yet this assumption goes beyond the practical 
achievements of science itself. It interprets the coherence of the 
scientific worldview as evidence that no other modes of 
understanding can be equally legitimate.

Seen through the diorama perspective, scientism represents a further 
step in the process through which coherent frameworks come to 
appear identical with reality. The configuration becomes so stable and 
successful that it is no longer experienced as a particular way of 
organizing knowledge, but as the only possible description of the 
world.
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Part V
the meta-perspective 

dissolves
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14. The Instrument Looks Back

The perspective developed in the previous chapters has attempted to 
describe how coherent worlds of understanding emerge. Scientific 
investigation, symbolic systems, philosophical frameworks, and other 
forms of interpretation organize experience into structures that allow 
phenomena to appear meaningful and intelligible.

From this point of view, the scientific worldview can be understood as 
one of the most powerful configurations of knowledge ever 
constructed. Its coherence, methodological rigor, and practical success 
have produced an extraordinarily stable way of interpreting the 
natural world.

At the same time, the diorama perspective suggests that even such 
successful frameworks remain configurations. They organize 
experience, highlight certain relationships, and provide tools for 
investigation. Their strength lies in their ability to function effectively 
within particular domains of inquiry.

Up to this point the analysis has largely been directed outward. It has 
examined how scientific explanations acquire authority, how coherent 
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frameworks become persuasive, and how functioning systems of 
knowledge may gradually come to appear identical with reality itself.

Yet the perspective introduced here raises an inevitable question.

What is the status of this analysis itself?

At first glance the diorama perspective might appear to offer a vantage 
point outside the systems it describes. By examining scientific and 
philosophical frameworks as configurations of experience, it seems to 
step back from them and observe their structure from a more neutral 
position.

Such a view, however, would be misleading.

The diorama perspective is not a final standpoint located beyond all 
other perspectives. It is itself another way of organizing experience. 
The concepts introduced in these pages — configuration, coherence, 
functioning order — are interpretive tools developed in order to 
illuminate certain aspects of how knowledge operates.

Like all conceptual tools, they arise within a particular intellectual 
context and serve particular explanatory purposes.

The analysis therefore belongs to the same general category as the 
systems it examines. It arranges observations, concepts, and reflections 
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into a coherent framework that attempts to clarify the conditions 
under which worlds of understanding appear.

In this sense the instrument eventually turns back upon itself.

The diorama perspective becomes visible as one configuration among 
others. It does not escape the processes it describes. It participates in 
them.

Recognizing this does not invalidate the analysis. The framework 
remains useful as long as it clarifies relationships that might otherwise 
remain obscure. It helps illuminate how coherent structures emerge, 
how systems of knowledge stabilize themselves, and how the 
appearance of reality can become closely associated with the 
coherence of a particular framework.

Yet the perspective no longer presents itself as a final explanation of 
reality.

Instead it becomes an instrument of reflection.

Philosophy has often sought a position of ultimate certainty from 
which the structure of the world could be determined once and for all. 
From such a standpoint knowledge would rest upon a definitive 
foundation, immune to further reinterpretation.

The diorama perspective suggests a more modest role.
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Philosophical reflection becomes a way of examining how worlds of 
meaning are constructed, stabilized, and transformed. Rather than 
claiming to reveal the final structure of reality, it investigates the 
processes through which intelligible structures appear within 
experience.

In this role philosophy resembles other forms of inquiry. It proposes 
concepts, explores interpretations, and develops frameworks that may 
prove useful for understanding particular aspects of the world.

These frameworks may later be revised, expanded, or replaced as new 
questions arise.

The instrument therefore remains provisional.

Yet this provisional character does not diminish its value. On the 
contrary, it reflects the open-ended nature of human inquiry. Every 
attempt to understand the world takes place within a particular configuration 
of concepts and perspectives.

There is no final vantage point outside all possible worlds of 
interpretation.

What remains possible, however, is a continual movement of 
reflection. Systems of understanding can be examined, compared, and 
clarified. Their coherence can be appreciated, their limitations 
recognized, and their domains of application better understood.
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Seen in this light, the diorama perspective does not conclude the 
philosophical investigation of reality.

It simply adds another layer of understanding to the long human effort 
to make sense of the world.
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15. Back on the Carpet

At the beginning of this book I described a simple scene.

A child lying on the carpet, reading short articles about science in a 
newspaper. The explanations were fragmentary and often difficult to 
understand, yet something about them was deeply compelling. They 
suggested that the world might be intelligible, that the scattered events 
of everyday life might belong to a larger story.

That early fascination never entirely disappeared.

Over time it changed form. Curiosity about scientific discoveries 
gradually expanded into questions about how such discoveries were 
possible, how coherent systems of knowledge emerge, and how entire 
worlds of understanding can take shape within human thought.

The chapters of this book followed that movement. They explored the 
extraordinary coherence of the scientific worldview, the methods 
through which it investigates the natural world, and the philosophical 
questions that arise when such coherence begins to appear identical 
with reality itself.
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The diorama perspective was introduced as a way of examining these 
processes. It suggested that systems of knowledge organize experience 
into structures that allow the world to appear intelligible. Within such 
structures patterns become visible, explanations accumulate, and 
stable frameworks of understanding emerge.

The scientific worldview represents one of the most powerful 
examples of such a configuration.

Yet the analysis also revealed something else. Even the most successful 
frameworks of knowledge remain ways of organizing experience 
rather than final descriptions of reality. Their coherence arises from the 
relationships they establish between observations, concepts, and 
explanatory models.

Seen from this perspective, the search for a definitive foundation of 
reality begins to lose its urgency.

The world remains intelligible in many ways. Scientific investigation 
continues to reveal remarkable patterns within nature. Philosophical 
reflection continues to explore the conditions under which 
understanding becomes possible.

But the expectation that a final and complete explanation must 
eventually appear becomes less compelling.

The impulse that originally motivated that expectation does not 
disappear, however.
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Curiosity remains. Wonder remains. The desire to understand the 
world continues to inspire investigation, reflection, and imagination.

The difference is subtle but significant.

Understanding no longer requires the discovery of an ultimate ground 
beneath all possible worlds of interpretation. It can proceed through 
the exploration of the many ways in which experience becomes 
organized into meaningful structures.

In that sense the movement of inquiry does not come to an end.

The child on the carpet is still there.

The questions continue.

Only the expectation of a final answer has quietly faded.

The search for a final explanation may come to an end.

Curiosity and wonder do not.
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Part VI 
resources
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Glossary

Cosmology
The scientific study of the origin, structure, and evolution of the 
universe as a whole.

Diorama
In this book: a configuration of experience in which phenomena 
appear organized into a meaningful structure.

Natural Science
The collective disciplines that investigate the natural world through 
observation, experimentation, and theoretical modeling. In the broad 
classical sense used here, this includes physics, chemistry, biology, 
and cosmology.

Ontology
The philosophical study of what exists and how different forms of 
existence relate to each other.



123

Pattern
A recognizable structure or regularity that allows phenomena to be 
interpreted as part of a larger order.

Theory of Everything
A hypothetical framework in physics that would unify all 
fundamental forces and describe the entire physical universe within a 
single coherent model.
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Links

The following websites provide accessible introductions, discussions, 
and resources related to cosmology, philosophy of science, and the 
search for fundamental explanations of reality.

Theories of Everything
https://theoryofeverything.org/

An extensive collection of discussions about fundamental physics, 
cosmology, consciousness, and philosophy. The site gathers 
interviews and conversations with scientists and thinkers exploring 
the possibility of a unified description of reality.

Je kunt deze sectie later eenvoudig uitbreiden. Een paar die 
waarschĳnlĳk goed bĳ jouw boek passen:

arXiv
https://arxiv.org/

https://theoryofeverything.org/
https://theoryofeverything.org/
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An open-access repository where physicists, mathematicians, and 
other scientists publish research papers. Many developments in 
theoretical physics first appear here before formal publication.

NASA
https://www.nasa.gov/

The official website of the United States space agency, providing 
information about space missions, astronomy, and planetary 
exploration.

ESA (European Space Agency)
https://www.esa.int/

The European counterpart of NASA, offering extensive material on 
space science, satellite missions, and cosmological research.

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
https://plato.stanford.edu/

One of the most reliable online sources for scholarly introductions to 
philosophical concepts, theories, and thinkers.

https://www.nasa.gov/
https://www.esa.int/
https://plato.stanford.edu/
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Further Reading

The books listed below explore the nature of scientific knowledge, the 
development of modern physics and cosmology, and the 
philosophical questions that arise when science reflects on its own 
foundations.

Science is often presented as a steadily expanding body of knowledge 
about the universe. Yet many scientists, historians, and philosophers 
have pointed out that the situation is more complex. Scientific theories 
develop within conceptual frameworks, change through unexpected 
shifts, and always operate at the edge of what remains unknown.

The works below illuminate different aspects of this situation: the 
structure of scientific revolutions, the philosophical interpretation of 
physical theories, and the broader question of how the scientific image 
of the world relates to human experience.
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The Nature of Scientific Knowledge

Thomas S. Kuhn
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions

A landmark study showing that science develops through paradigm 
shifts rather than through simple accumulation of facts.

Karl Popper
The Logic of Scientific Discovery

A foundational argument that scientific theories can never be proven, 
only tested and potentially falsified.

Imre Lakatos
Proofs and Refutations

An analysis of how scientific and mathematical ideas evolve through 
criticism, revision, and conceptual restructuring.

Paul Feyerabend
Against Method

A provocative critique of the idea that science follows a single 
universal method.
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Physics and the Scientific World Picture

Carlo Rovelli
Reality Is Not What It Seems

A clear and elegant introduction to the conceptual development of 
modern physics.

Sean Carroll
The Big Picture

An attempt to articulate a coherent naturalistic worldview grounded 
in contemporary physics.

Thomas Hertog
On the Origin of Time

A cosmological reflection on the origin and structure of the universe.

Marcelo Gleiser
The Island of Knowledge

An exploration of how scientific progress expands both knowledge 
and the horizon of the unknown.
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Philosophy at the Edge of Science

Bas C. van Fraassen
The Scientific Image

Argues that the aim of science is empirical adequacy rather than 
ultimate truth about reality.

Nancy Cartwright
How the Laws of Physics Lie

A critical examination of how physical laws function as idealizations 
rather than literal descriptions of nature.

Ian Hacking
Representing and Intervening

Explores the relationship between theory, experiment, and the world 
science attempts to describe.

Cosmology and the Sense of Wonder

Carl Sagan
Cosmos
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A classic reflection on humanity’s attempt to understand the universe.

Stephen Hawking
A Brief History of Time

A widely read introduction to the fundamental questions of 
cosmology.

At the Limits of the Scientific Image

Alfred North Whitehead
Science and the Modern World

A philosophical critique of the metaphysical assumptions embedded 
in modern scientific thinking.

Donald Hoffman
The Case Against Reality

Proposes that perception evolved for survival rather than for revealing 
the structure of reality.

Language, Worldviews, and the Limits of 
Description
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Ludwig Wittgenstein
Philosophical Investigations

A profound examination of how language shapes the ways in which 
we describe and understand the world.
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