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The Essence of the Conflicts between the Two Modernities

— Alternative Perspectives on the Culture Contradictions of Capitalism

Wang Xiaosheng

Abstract: The modernism in Western culture was produced on the economic base of modern capitalism as a
reaction to the capitalist economic process. According to Max Weber, the Protestant ethics was the cultural base of
modern capitalism. With the development of capitalist economy, that cultural base was challenged by modernist
culture. Because of modernism’ s critique and negative attitude towards the capitalist institutions imbued with
Protestant ethics, the American sociologist Deniel Bell thereon thought that modernist culture was in conflict
with the capitalist economic management system and administrative system. His viewpoint completely denies
the dominance of social economic base over different forms of artistic production. Admittedly, modern arts’
propagation about self-assertion and individual fulfillment indeed constitutes great impact on the rationalized
social economic management, but that impact comes essentially as a response to the overproduction that appears
with the development of capitalist economy, which is also to meet the demands posed by the market orientation of
artistic production, by the fashion orientation of the capitalist economic and social development. Viewed from this
perspective, far from being a negation of capitalism, modernist arts instead affirm the legitimacy of the new mode of
capitalist development. Although modernist culture comprises elements condemning capitalism, the condemnation
is only a result of conflicts between modernism in the aesthetic sense and that in the sense of social development.
These conflicts show that some aspects about modernism in the sense of social development have become faulty.
To put it more clearly, the conflicts are caused by modern social structure” s constraint of the individual assertion
and fulfillment advocated by modernist culture. The critique of capitalist society by modernist culture has also
accelerated the reformation of the mode of the social management and the mode of production of capitalism,
substituting the new management mode of the “project-oriented city” for the traditional bureaucratic system.
In response to this critique of capitalism, the economic system of modern capitalism strives to mitigate people” s
cultural demands in this regard by continually upgrading its products. Of course, in its development modernist
culture also breeds problems such as “the end of meaning” . Solution to this problem lies not in a return to cultural
conservatism, or institution of the so called new religion, but in furthering the culture enlightenment. The purpose
of this enlightenment is not to eliminate the distance between arts and life, but to strengthen the relations between
connoisseur culture and mass culture so as to promote the general public” s understanding of the meanings of
modern arts.
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