
TWO OPPOSING CULTURAL AND FORMAL DIFFERENCES IN POSTMODERNISM (GENERALLY) 
based “(Post)Modern Polemics” by Hal Foster 

The term “postmodernism” has been used broadly to mark a move away from modernism 
Po 

 

 POSTSTRUCTURAL THEORY NEOCONSERVATIVE POLITICS 

CHARACTERISTICS • Generally sees Modernism as not going far enough 
• Theory/Discourse based, encompassing: 

1. Deconstruction (taking things apart) 
2. Feminism (defining, establishing, and defending 

political, economic, and social equality of gender) 
3. Rereading Marxian Theory (critiques on art as 

commodity) 
4. Postcolonial Theory (consists of reactions to, and 

analysis of, the cultural legacy of colonialism and 
imperialism 

• Generally sees Modernism as alienating and antagonistic 
• Return to historic conventions 
• Escaping from present conditions 
• Brings back artist as genius w/ signature style 
• Supports romantic convention of artist as outsider 
• Mostly defined in terms of style 

a. Pastiche (mishmash of styles from history without regard to 
the meaning of those styles) 

b. Return to narrative, ornament and figure 
c. Fetishistic fascination 
d. Belief that things do not need depth, that art can be superficial 

 Modernist  Poststructuralist Modernist Neoconservative 
HOW IT RESPONDS TO 
MODERNISM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Belief in the inevitable progress 
of humankind 

• There is no progress, only 
change 

• Nothing is universal: Ideas 
of progress imply that all 
humans share the same 
values, tastes and goals 

• From postcolonial and 
feminist standpoint, 
universalism is self-centric, 
can even support racist 
and sexist  

Belief in the inevitable progress of 
humankind 
 
 
 

• Escapes from present 
conditions 

• Sees Modernism as overly 
serious 

 

Rejecting classical illusionism for 
abstraction: Using inherent 
properties of art to call attention to 
art 

Counters the formalism (abstraction) 
of modernism with a return to 
narrative, ornament and the figure 

 Use art to represent reality Art constructs reality, it does 
not represent it 

Belief in importance of art in society, 
and self-criticality 

 

• Art does not need depth, it can 
be superficial 

• Escapes from present 
conditions 

 Belief in coherent, unified self “Death of man” as we know it. 
The self is decentered 
(everything depends on context, 
and is made up of a complex 
multitude of things that are 
constantly changing) 

Subject is art itself (art for artʼs 
sake) 

Return to artist as central subject to 
be expressed through creative 
means 

 Man is creator of original 
artifacts 

“Death of author” 
If everything is influenced and 
affected by something else, 
there cannot be an original 
 

  


