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ABSTRACT 
Postmodernism, which has been characterized as an 

outgrowth of or reaction to modernism, is more a form of questioning 
and a perspective than a theory or set of ideas. Although 
postmodernism resists definition, the following appear to be among 
its generally agreed-upon characteristics: questioning of all claims 
to absolute, universal truth; rejection of attempts to provide 
encompassing explanations; identity that is fluid, changeable, and 
derived from multiple discourses; loss of confidence in progress, 
rationality, science, and "objective" reality; recognition that 
perception is interpretive and inseparable from individual 
frameworks; and a view of power as a process that enables/restricts 
or promotes/discourages forms of practice or thought. The issue of 
whether adult education is embedded in modernism or postmodernism has 
been widely debated. Adult educators have been urged to engage with 
the issues raised by postmodern accounts of culture in the following 
ways: question how social relations are organized and what social 
visions are desirable; recognize their own and others' contexts, 
beliefs, and frameworks; focus on understanding power structures and 
foster development of alternative forms of knowledge; and consider 
themselves cultural workers rather than technicians engaged in 
maximizing efficiency. (Contains a 22-item annotated bibliography.) 
(MN) 
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Postmodernism and Adult Education 

Postmodernism is a term that is widely used in many fields, such 
as literature, art, architecture, history, and philosophy. By 
definition, postmodernism resists definition. However, some 
characteristics that are generally agreed upon are presented here 
with the understanding that this is a partial, working definition. 
Postmodernism is not a theory or set of ideas as much as it is a 
form of questioning, an attitude, or perspective. Seen as either 
an outgrowth of or a reaction to modernism, postmodernism 
may be characterized as follows (Bagnall 1995; McLean 1996; 
Rhodes 1996; Stanage 1995; Westwood 1991): 

• Questioning of all claims to absolute, universal truth 
• Rejection of 'grand narrative? that attempt to provide 

encompassing explanations (including capitalism, Marxism, 
Christianity, science) 

• Identity that is fluid, changeable, and derived from multiple 
discourses 

• Loss of confidence in progress, rationality, science, and 
'objective" reality 

• Recognition that perception is interpretive and inseparable 
from our frameworks, including language 

• Knowledge that is contingent, contextual, and linked to 
power 

• Value that is not intrinsic but is determined by choice, nego-
tiation, manipulation, or domination depending on how 
power is used and by whom 

• A view of power as a process that enables or restricts, pro-
motes or discourages forms of practice or thought 

To some, adult education is firmly embedded in modernism. 
Much of its research is grounded in technical, rational, scientific 
methods and the notion of self-directed learning assumes that 
individuals have autonomy, which postmodernism denies 
(Stanage 1996). Even emancipatory adult education can be 
viewed as another of the suspect 'grand narrative? 
(Pietrykowski 1996). To others, adult education collaborates in 
what Briton (1996b) calls a postmodernism of reaction, which 
uses the rejection of absolutes to "'free' the market of all social 
obligation, 'liberate individuals of their collective responsibility, 
subjugate social justice to 'individual free will" (Briton 1996a, p. 
29). This perspective justifies globalization, reengineering, 
pursuit of profitably, and development of 'human capital" 
(Garrick 1994). Opposing this is a postmodernism of resistance, 
which takes a critical stance toward the status quo and resists 
the regulation of identity, which is a new and more subtle form 
of oppression (Briton 1996b). 

Adult educators are urged to engage with the issues raised by 
postmodern accounts of culture in the following ways (Bagnall 
1995; Briton 1996b; Edwards and Usher 1995; Pietrykowski 
1996; Westwood 1991): question how social relations are organ-
ized and what social visions are desirable; consider how 'the 
adult" is constructed in adult education discourse; recognize the 
contacts, beliefs, and frameworks of themselves and others; focus 
on understanding power structures and foster the development 
of alternative forms of knowledge; and consider themselves cul-
tural workers, not technicians engaged in maximizing efficiency. 
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