Postmodernism is a convoluted term. It's hard, if not impossible, to define "postmodernism." Not only can one find several postmodernisms, in the arts, architecture, literary studies, social sciences, but within these different arenas wildly differing understandings and explanations of what postmodernism is are put forward.

This problem of defining postmodernism however points to some of the core convictions and understandings that inform significantly different theoretical approaches that are lumped together under the heading postmodernism. One of the more central elements of postmodernism is that of the constructedness of reality and hence the inaccessibility of the Real. This line of thought can be traced through writers such as Baudrillard, Derrida and others, maybe back to de Saussure's theories that seperated the signifier from the signified and argued that the signified was not an actual object, but rather a concept.

Baudrillard's most quoted example is his little story about Disneyland. Disneyland he argues, is clearly a fantasy reality. But by the fact of constructing Disneyland as a fantasy, as a fantastic simulation of the real world, we obscure the fact that The Real World all around us, also is a fantasy reality. We construct our everyday world out of social conventions based in the languages we speak. There is no pure experience of the world "out there." For us to experience the world, the experience must make sense. Making sense is not a natural, physical process, but rather a linguistically/socially/culturally/politically informed process.

Looking at a "cow" we don't see "a cow," but we see our mental constructions of that cow. A cow is not a brute fact of nature, but a domesticated animal that we keep for milk and flesh, an furry economical object in the mental construction that we call our world.

One of the effects of the constructedness of the Real is that there is no longer One Truth to be found. If we can't access the Real, if all we can know (always imperfectly) is our own constructions of reality, then we enter a very relativistic field where ultimately no discourse, no single 'world-construction' can claim the position of the ultimate and most accurate representation of reality.

This is a serious problem for modernistic science. Modernism, the modernistic discourse of science, posits that we can refine our methods of research, that we can learn everything there is to know about the world if we just do our research work thoroughly enough. Science moves forward and by discarding old truths and finding new, now even better truths, we are progressing towards the Ultimate Truth About The Universe, Ourselves And Everything Else. Physicists know this as the Grand Unifying Theory... no kidding.

A second key element for modernism is representation. If we have perfected our methods of research, if we have perfected our tools (telescopes, microscopes, taperecorders, etc.) for research, and we have learned all there is to be learned, then we have to write down the Truth for others to know.

Here we happen upon what might be called the Crisis of Representation. Writers such as de Saussure, Derrida and Baudrillard have shown that language is not an adequate tool for representation, and unfortunately, neither are other, for instance graphical, methods of representation. The representation is fundamentally flawed by the fact that it is not what it attempts to represent, it is something other. The modernistic ideal of representation is that the representation (signifier) is a perfect copy of what is represented (signified) and that everyone who would read/see the representation would read/see/understand exactly the same thing. The writer would write down one meaning and every reader would understand that one meaning and no other meaning.

Moving into postmodernism, these modernistic truths are relativized. Truth is relativized, Reality is relativized, and they have become discursive constructions. This obviously has some implications for how we see ourselves and how we construct our identities. Judith Butler would be a good author to read on the new sensibilities of how we construct identity, especially with regard to gender.

The most important element of Butler's theory is "performance." Gender is not something innate, not even something inextricably tied to our physical bodies, it is a set of social practices and conventions that we continuously perform to establish our gendered identities. To socially _be_ a man or woman, we have to continuously _perform_ being a man or a woman. What do we perform? Well, everything. That is to say, our speech, gestures, our driving style... our bodies.

