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 A 2010 book titled  Habermas: Introduction and Analysi s by David Ingram began 
with a contemporary twenty- fi rst century de fi nition of postmodernism. He wrote:

  The term postmodernism designates a criticism of reason conceived as a universal and 
certain foundation for knowledge and morality, and of modern culture, understood as a 
progressive unfolding of knowledge and morality. 

 Postmodern themes regarding the fragmentation (or deconstruction) of reason bear on 
sociological dislocations associated with multiculturalism, the destruction of tradition, the 
dissolution of moral agency and the delegitimization of scienti fi c and political forms of 
authority.   

 These lines need to be unpacked carefully to make sense of the postmodern 
phenomenon. 

 Within the  fi rst of the two sentences is a de fi nition of reason (the term  modernism  
may be substituted for  reason ) as “a universal and certain foundation for knowledge 
and morality and of modern culture.” Second, modern culture is further understood 
as “a progressive unfolding of knowledge and morality.” Postmodernism, then “des-
ignates a criticism” of that view. 

 The next sentence identi fi es  fi ve postmodern themes: (a) a fragmentation of rea-
son, caused by multiculturalism, (b) the destruction of tradition, (c) the dissolution 
of moral agency, (d) the delegitimization of scienti fi c authority, and (e) the delegiti-
mization of political authority. 

 All in all, postmodernism sounds like a pretty horri fi c construct, and one would 
be tempted to ask: Why would anyone want to align themselves with such a per-
spective/viewpoint/philosophy? 

 However, there is a different way of looking at postmodernism. What if postmod-
ernism were not a philosophy that one buys into, but in fact a description of the 
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 “condition” of modern society? In fact, Jean Francois Lyotard used exactly that word 
for the title of his 1979 book:  The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge . 
In other words, perhaps one should not go    around saying, “I am a postmodernist 
(or not),” but rather one should be astute enough to notice that the world itself is 
postmodern, by default. Postmodernism is nothing more than a characteristic of con-
temporary society, especially the world of McLuhan’s  global village . One of the 
major factors for this contemporary view of society as postmodern is … technology. 

 There is a second point that can be made about the initial quotation. That quota-
tion has a rather negative tinge to it, a radical perspective. What if postmodernism 
was examined not through radical lenses, but through benign lenses? What might 
that mean? It would mean that postmodernism is not something to fear, but some-
thing that is natural and needs to be observed. 

 Reading the initial quote with benign lenses leads to a different conclusion. 
 Here is the quote again:

  The term postmodernism designates a criticism of reason conceived as a universal and 
certain foundation for knowledge and morality, and of modern culture, understood as a 
progressive unfolding of knowledge and morality. 

 Postmodern themes regarding the fragmentation (or deconstruction) of reason bear on 
sociological dislocations associated with multiculturalism, the destruction of tradition, the dis-
solution of moral agency and the delegitimization of scienti fi c and political forms of authority.   

 The next thing to note is that postmodernism criticizes/critiques the idea that 
there is a universal and certain foundation for knowledge. Upon closer examination, 
that is not such a radical idea after all. The world is divided into many different 
cultures, hundreds of nations, at least half a dozen major religions, and a variety of 
potential philosophies. In the USA there are two major political parties (Republican 
and Democrat); in Britain there are Labor, Tories, and Whigs, while in Canada they 
are called Conservatives, Liberals, and New Democrats. Each of these has a differ-
ent foundation for “knowledge and morality,” though each also has much in com-
mon. So what is the big deal? This is simply “the way of the world,” always has 
been, and always will be. Postmodernism simply says it up front and out loud: 
There is no one best way. 

   Classic De fi nitions of the Postmodern 

 De fi nitions of postmodernity abound. Most are long and erudite and not particularly 
helpful to the uninitiated. Here are some short, perhaps more useful de fi nitions. 
Being short, they do not quite grasp the signi fi cance and power of the concept, but 
on the other hand, they do provide a succinct vocabulary of postmodern essentials.

  The classic de fi nition, and perhaps least contentious, comes from Lyotard  (  1979  )  as simply: 
 “incredulity towards metanarratives.” 

 Architect Christopher Jencks (1987) used an equally brief phrase: 
 “a double-edged coding.” 

 The physicist Ilya    Prigogine and Stengars  (  1984  )  calls the postmodern 
 “a radical change towards the multiple, the temporal, and the complex.” (Prigogine, p. xxvii).   
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 Some readers will note that these de fi nitions come from the 1980s, which makes 
them some 20–30 years old. Sometimes older de fi nitions are just  fi ne. Those above 
provide a succinctness and elegance often missing in some of the longer and not 
necessarily more accurate designations. 

 Here, for example is Bullock et al.  (  1977  )  suggesting that the postmodern is asso-
ciated with a revolt against authority and signi fi cation; a tendency toward pastiche, 
parody, quotation, self-referentiality, eclecticism: “It is an amorphous body of 
developments and dictions marked by eclecticism, pluriculturalism, and often a 
postindustrial high tech frame of reference with a skeptical view of technical 
progress.” 

 Here are a few variations for our own century. Debra Shaw  (  2008  )  saw postmodern-
ism as a “historical epoch in which uncertainties about the future predicted by 
Enlightenment rationalism are expressed in art and culture.” Elsewhere (p. 4) she wrote:

  Postmodernism tends to be a catch-all term used to describe the sense in which we live in a 
global culture mediated by technologies of vision and computer networks, suffused by a pop-
ular culture that does not recognize previous distinctions in taste and class and in which the 
boundaries between previously distinct categories of ideas have become  fl uid and unstable.   

 This is a cultural and historical de fi nition, expanding the concept to hitherto 
unintended regions. 

 In summary, what is postmodernism? Quite simply: the melding of multiple 
con fl icting discourses. When at least two discourses exist and they disagree, then it 
is a postmodern event. The problem is that this is not an unusual phenomenon. 
Often the results do not even matter. It always happens. 

 A simple example is the con fl ict of a round earth and a  fl at earth. It is a curious 
con fl ict because it is universally acknowledged that in fact the earth is round. It is well 
known that the earth rotates on its axis every 24 h, and that it moves around the sun, 
every 365 days. So why then, every morning, does the radio or television announcer say 
that the sun is about to rise (or has just risen)? The audience is told the exact second. Yet, 
the sun does  not  rise, so obviously this is just a phrase of convenience. But the subterfuge 
is accepted anyway. And it is known that to the west of us, the sun is going to rise a little 
later. So the idea of a rising sun cannot even be a constant. It keeps changing as the earth 
keeps spinning. Two con fl icting discourses, and most are able without any problem 
whatsoever to step back and forth within both of them. The sun rises and sets around a 
constant unmoving earth? Sure why not? The earth is a sphere that revolves around the 
sun? Of course it is. Two con fl icting discourses, and no one minds.  

   Who Is Afraid of Postmodernism? 

 Notwithstanding the just explained example, it is perhaps understandable that post-
modernity can be unsettling. One criticism is that postmodernism makes all beliefs 
equal, even if they are outlandish. This is not the case. Postmodernism recognizes 
that there  are  multiple discourses, and that they are contradictory; it does not pro-
vide a value judgment. It certainly does not imply that each discourse is of equal 
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value. A second criticism is that postmodernism is nihilistic, that is, it has a negative 
view of the world. On the contrary, postmodernism recognizes uniqueness and mul-
ticulturalism as natural components of society. That is not being nihilistic; it is com-
mon sense. It is also very clearly representative of all components of culture. Third, 
it is argued that postmodernism results in relativism. Once again, that is a misunder-
standing of postmodern thinking. Postmodernism serves only to identify alternative 
perspectives, not to valorize them. 

 What postmodernism does do, is to argue against the modernist philosophy that 
there is one best way, and that way is our way, or worse yet, my way. The modernist 
view lies in opposition to a postmodern epistemology; thus is likely at the center of 
discourse concerning the disagreements among scholars regarding cognitive theo-
ries or pedagogical approaches that embrace a postmodern view.  

   What Are Twenty-First Century Variants? 

 In the twenty- fi rst century, the term postmodern for some has been adapted to our new 
century. Some of the contemporary variants include post-democratic, digimodern, 
post-postmodern, and even post-Indian. Post-democratic suggests a follow through 
that provides a critique to new democracies, particularly since the 1990s, especially, 
but not limited to the fall of the USSR. Post-democratic society represents the uncom-
fortable idea that anyone can do anything. In the study of indigenous cultures, George 
Visinor uses the word survivance, as a combination of survival and resistance. Visinor 
also uses the term post-Indian as a speci fi c variant of postcolonialism. 

 Within a contemporary information technology-based culture Alan Kirby has 
used the term  digimodernism  (a blending of the words  digital  and  modernism ) to 
describe “how new technologies dismantle the postmodern and recon fi gure our own 
culture.” He argued that in this new era “one phones, clicks, presses, surfs, chooses, 
moves, downloads” (Kirby, 2006). This new cultural paradigm introduces “New 
form of textuality characterized in its purest instances by onwardness, haphazard-
ness, evanescence, and anonymous social and multiple authorship,” all of which 
“manifests itself in the digimodernist traits of infantilism, earnestness, endlessness 
and apparent reality.” (Kirby, 2009, p. 1). Such digimodernist texts are rampant 
across contemporary popular media forms from reality TV to Wikipedia, from 
Twitter to Facebook. 

 Working independently but in a similar vein, Andrew Potter (2010) deconstructed 
the entire contemporary idea of  authenticity . Noting that “it is impossible to build 
an authentic personal identity out of the cheap building blocks of consumer goods” 
(p. 3), Potter argued that “we live in a world increasingly dominated by the fake, the 
prepackaged and the arti fi cial” (p. 4). The problem may be in the idea that a curious 
contradiction appears as the democratic ideal becomes universal, and becoming uni-
versal, becomes meaningless. Democracy reverses into a babble of mediocrity. Over 
100 years ago, comic opera writer Gilbert  (  1889  )  poked fun at that same concept in 
the musical comedy  The Gondoliers  (1889), based on the premise “When everyone 
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is somebody, no-one’s anybody.” In a post-postmodern society, authenticity decon-
structs. Traditional concepts become blurred in a world when anyone can post any-
thing, and the role of the editor and publisher disappears. A phenomenon like 
Wikipedia features anonymous authors being validated by anonymous editors, and 
touted as an encyclopedia by everyone, for everyone. The very word authenticity 
takes on suspicious overtones. 

 It is fashionable today to pronounce the death of the postmodern, though it seems 
that scholars have always been pronouncing the postmodern movement’s death. Kirby 
(2010) explored the alleged fall of the postmodern, and has suggested a variety of new 
contenders to take its place: digimodernism, and post-post have already been sug-
gested, but also hypermodernity, supermodernity, altermodernity, and automodernity. 

 In the  fi eld of public administration, McSwite  (  2002  )  de fi ned post-postmodernism 
as “a dramatic erosion of the symbolic order and the fundamental social bond” 
(pp. 69–70). Continuing McSwite’s argument, Meyer-Emerick  (  2002  )  identi fi ed the 
new dangerous metanarrative as globalization, which demands the same incredulity 
as did postmodernism two decades earlier. She wrote, “globalization implies an end-
less chain of production and consumption in the name of “market ef fi ciency” without 
regard for basic human rights.” (p. 577). This, she argued, is the “administrative evil 
inherent in all technical rational systems” (p. 578). It is a sobering thought. 

   Modern, Postmodern, and Post-Postmodern 

 Given all these differing ways of knowing the world, it rapidly becomes unwieldy 
to grapple with the multiple components of understanding required to truly track the 
jargon within the discourse. Table  1  highlights concepts relevant to each of the 
major three categories, and hopefully helps new readers quickly see the difference 
between these labels.  

 Postmodernism of course allows for and recognizes the concurrent existence of 
all these world views simultaneously; modernity does not.   

   Table 1    Tentative concepts of modern, postmodern, and post-postmodern thought   
 Modern  Postmodern  Post-postmodern 

 Universal 
 Truth 
 Progress 
 Reason 
 Tradition 
 Scienti fi c 
 Authentic 
 Critique of the 

transcendental signi fi ed 
 “One Best Way” 
 Grand theory 
 Authorial intent 
Meaning in author/text

 Particular 
 Truths (multiple) 
 Retrieval/reversal 
 Contingency 
 Multiplicity 
 Temporal 
 Complex 
 Critique 

 Bricolage 
 Distrust of grand theories 
 Montage 
 Meaning in reader 

 Haphazard 
 – 
 Hype 
 Anonymity 
 Onwardness 
 Hurriedness 
 Kalaidescopic 
 Death of the author 
 – 
 Information overload 
 – 
 – 
Meaning everywhere
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   Postmodernism and Educational Technology 

 The incorporation of postmodernism into educational theory and its relation to 
 educational technology practice is nothing new.  The Handbook of Research on 
Educational Communications and Technology  devoted space to the topic (Jonassen, 
1996, 2004). In addition many connections can be made between advocates for 
constructivist instruction and a postmodern epistemology (Wilson, 1997). Therefore, 
the idea of connecting instructional design models to the postmodern way of thinking 
is fairly prevalent. But differences of opinion arise as the arguments regarding 
instructional design practices become obfuscated when scholars try to determine 
 how  all this ties together. As practitioners, educational technologists have been 
thinking about postmodernism as an underlying philosophy for some time, and 
 setting forth agendas for future research and activities (Solomon,  2000  ) . Despite 
this, the community continues to struggle with tying an epistemology or philosophy 
such as postmodernism, with an active approach to instruction which more often 
that not leads to substantial debate (Solomon,  2002 ; Voithofer & Foley,  2002  ) . 

 The problem here could very much be the con fl ict between epistemology and 
pedagogy. Obviously these are two very different ideologies. But they are some-
times con fl ated by the uninitiated when considering educational practices, or simply 
over-argued by scholars seeking a de fi nitive answer to the question of how best to 
go about teaching and learning. But these concepts are not interchangeable and they 
represent different domains (Kirschner,  2009  ) . An epistemology is a way of know-
ing and understanding the world. A pedagogy is a speci fi c style of methodology of 
instruction. One can inform the other, however.  

   The Postmodern Condition and Problem-Based Learning 

 So, why does a book on problem-solving instruction need a chapter on postmodern-
ism? The answer should be relatively obvious: problem centered instruction (e.g., 
problem-based learning) is itself a postmodern phenomenon. It is postmodern 
because it meets all—or at least most—postmodernism criteria. At the very least, it 
is enough to say that a major characteristic of problem-based learning (PBL) is that 
it does not require one best way, or one best approach. In fact, a PBL model sub-
sumes a postmodern perspective. Herrington et al.  (  2003  )  suggested that PBL has 
ten key characteristics. These are (1) a real world relevance, (2) ill-de fi ned structure, 
(3) complex and sustained tasks, (4) employ multiple perspectives, (5) collabora-
tive, (6) value laden, (7) interdisciplinary in nature, (8) authentic assessment, (9) a 
created authentic product, and (10) multiple possible outcomes. 

 Clearly several of these are postmodern constructs, but the reader’s attention 
should be drawn in particular to items 4 and 10 above. Those two are arguably the 
essence of postmodernity. Through more traditional teaching models based on older 
cognitive theories, there is typically one best answer, one set of competencies, and 
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one best way to achieve closure. Postmodernism not only allows for, but revels in, 
multiple perspectives. This indeed is also the essence of authenticity, which imme-
diately dissolves into an inauthentic environment when pushed too far. Thus post-
modernism actively encourages the pursuit of multiple answers for consideration, 
abandonment, or acceptance; which is a valid process for problem solving. 

 But in the end, PBL is a constructivist approach to instruction, and constructivist 
theories of cognition  fi t very well within a postmodern epistemology. It could be 
argued that our epistemological stance informs our selection of pedagogical approach 
as much as data. If that viewpoint is accepted, then it follows that holding to a 
 postmodern epistemology would imply value to a PBL approach to instruction.  

   Conclusion: What Postmodernism Says to PBL 

 Postmodernism may seem to be a rather theoretical perspective that has no direct 
relation to PBL. On the contrary, practitioners who wish to employ PBL need to 
understand the postmodern underpinnings of their endeavor.

    1.     Direction . Postmodernism justi fi es the PBL strategy that all learners can move 
according to their own personal interests. There is no one focus for everyone.  

    2.     Technology . Technology is a natural component of communication. However, 
technology is not to be seen as only that which has been invented since the begin-
ning of the twenty- fi rst century. Technology may also mean traditional technol-
ogy, low technology, or appropriate technology. In that sense, all communication 
is technological. But this means that technology has built-in biases that in turn 
can in fl uence the results of any PBL investigation. The presence or absence of 
any given technology matters. Technology makes any inquiry postmodern. 
Technology ultimately biases the PBL endeavor.  

    3.     Multidisciplinarity . A postmodern approach crosses disciplines. It breaks bound-
aries naturally. A generic problem can be explored scienti fi cally, culturally, aes-
thetically, pragmatically, or technically.  

    4.     Assessment . Postmodernism means that each individual learns something 
 different. There is no one common set of learnings. There is no one best solution. 
This results in a unique problem of assessment in which traditional rubrics no 
longer hold.     

 Any exploration into the concept of PBL requires a basic understanding of the 
postmodern condition. At the very least, an understanding of postmodernism 
 provides a corrective adjustment to the mad dash toward a future world character-
ized by hype, rhetoric, spin-doctoring, and corporate fraud. Postmodernism allows 
different ideas to be explored, and different paths to be taken. A “one best way” 
modernist approach is fast and ef fi cient. A postmodern approach is messy, uncer-
tain, and exploratory. There is no quick  fi x. American poet Howard Nemirov (1989, 
p. 141) captured this dilemma in a well-framed poem:
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  We praise without end the go-ahead zeal 
 of whoever it was invented the wheel 
 but never a word for the poor soul’s sake 
 that thought ahead, and invented the brake.   

 Postmodernism is not a prescriptive philosophy that will help apply that brake, 
but it does assist in seeing where the brake is. The next step is up to the research 
community.      
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