
Concepts of Modernity
What is modernity? What does this word that plays such a crucial role in theoretical

discourse actually mean? Etymologically speaking, one can identify three basic lev-

els of meaning accorded to the word modern.1 In the first and oldest sense it means

present, or current, implying as its opposite the notion of earlier, of what is past. It is

in this sense, for instance, that the term is used in the expression modernus pontifex,

referring to the man who at present occupies the throne of St. Peter. The term mod-

ern was employed in this sense as long ago as the Middle Ages. A second meaning

of the word is the new, as opposed to the old. Here the term modern is used to de-

scribe a present time that is experienced as a period, and which possesses certain

specific features that distinguish it from previous periods. It was this sense of the

term that began to prevail in the seventeenth century. During the course of the nine-

teenth century yet a third level of meaning became important. The notion of modern

Man must
constantly 
destroy himself 
in order 
to construct 
himself 
all over again.

Theo van Doesburg, 1918
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then acquired the connotation of what is momentary, of the transient, with its oppo-

site notion no longer being a clearly defined past but rather an indeterminate eternity.

The current, the new, and the transient: all three of these levels of meaning re-

fer to the peculiar importance that is ascribed to the present in the concept of moder-

nity. Modernity is what gives the present the specific quality that makes it different

from the past and points the way toward the future. Modernity is also described as

being a break with tradition, and as typifying everything that rejects the inheritance

of the past.

Modernity, Octavio Paz says, is an exclusively Western concept that has no

equivalent in other civilizations.2 The reason for this lies in the view of time that is pe-

culiar to the West, by which time is regarded as being linear, irreversible, and pro-

gressive. Other civilizations base time on a static concept—the timeless time of

primitive civilizations, for whom the past was the archetype of time, the model for

the present and the future—or a cyclical one—such as that of classical antiquity by

which the distant past represented an ideal that would return at some time in the fu-

ture. For medieval humanity earthly time was no more than a preparation for the time

of eternity, so that the concrete course of history was only of secondary importance.

It was during the Renaissance that the idea began to gain currency that history con-

tained a course of development that could be influenced in a certain direction. The

humanists wanted to revive the ideal of classical antiquity and to approximate it ever

more closely. This endeavor, however, was not devoid of paradoxes. In the famous

seventeenth-century Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes3 the question was

raised whether the “Moderns” could not rival or even surpass the “Ancients” in their

attempts to achieve the highest ideal of art. The main result of this discussion was

that the cyclical model was definitively replaced by a progressive model that viewed

every age as unique and unrepeatable and as an advance on the achievements of pre-

ceding periods.

During the Enlightenment the idea of modernity became bound up with the

notion of critical reason. A typical feature of critical reason is that it does not have any

inalienable essence, any foundation that cannot be questioned, any revelation. It

does not believe in any principle except the principle that all principles should be sub-

mitted to critical investigation. Octavio Paz:

Critical reason, by its very rigor, accentuates temporality. Nothing is

permanent; reason becomes identified with change and otherness. We

are ruled not by identity, with its enormous and monotonous tautolo-

gies, but by otherness and contradiction, the dizzying manifestations of

criticism. In the past the goal of criticism was truth; in the modern age

truth is criticism. Not an eternal truth, but the truth of change.4

Modernity is constantly in conflict with tradition, elevating the struggle for change to

the status of purveyor of meaning par excellence. Already in the eighteenth century
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modernity is thus a condition that cannot be pinned down to a fixed set of attributes.

It was in the nineteenth century that modernization also gained ground in the eco-

nomic and political fields. With industrialization, political upheavals, and increasing ur-

banization, modernity became far more than just an intellectual concept. In the urban

environment, in changing living conditions, and in everyday reality, the break with the

established values and certainties of the tradition could be both seen and felt. The

modern became visible on very many different levels. In this respect distinctions

should be drawn among modernization, modernity, and modernism.5 The term mod-

ernization is used to describe the process of social development, the main features

of which are technological advances and industrialization, urbanization and popula-

tion explosions, the rise of bureaucracy and increasingly powerful national states, an

enormous expansion of mass communication systems, democratization, and an ex-

panding (capitalist) world market. Modernity refers to the typical features of modern

times and to the way that these features are experienced by the individual: moder-

nity stands for the attitude toward life that is associated with a continuous process

of evolution and transformation, with an orientation toward a future that will be dif-

ferent from the past and from the present. The experience of modernity provokes re-

sponses in the form of cultural tendencies and artistic movements. Some of these

that proclaim themselves as being in sympathy with the orientation toward the fu-

ture and the desire for progress are specifically given the name modernism. In its

broadest sense, the word can be understood as the generic term for those theoreti-

cal and artistic ideas about modernity that aim to enable men and women to assume

control over the changes that are taking place in a world by which they too are

changed.6

Modernity, then, constitutes the element that mediates between a process of

socioeconomic development known as modernization and subjective responses to

it in the form of modernist discourses and movements. In other words, modernity is

a phenomenon with at least two different aspects: an objective aspect that is linked

to socioeconomic processes, and a subjective one that is connected with personal

experiences, artistic activities, or theoretical reflections.

Exactly what the relation is between modernization and modernism—be-

tween the objective social given of modernity and the way it is subjectively experi-

enced and dealt with—remains an open question. Some people tend to separate the

two domains completely, creating a division between objective conditions and sub-

jective experiences. Matei Calinescu, for instance, separates them without any hes-

itation and talks in terms of two contrasting modes of the modern:

At some point during the first half of the nineteenth century an irre-

versible split occurred between modernity as a stage in the history

of Western civilization—a product of scientific and technological

progress, of the industrial revolution, of the sweeping economic and

social changes brought about by capitalism—and modernity as an aes-
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thetic concept. Since then, the relations between the two modernities

have been irreducibly hostile, but not without allowing and even stim-

ulating a variety of mutual influences in their rage for each other’s

destruction.7

The discussion of modernity is inseparably bound up with this problem of the rela-

tion between capitalist civilization and modernist culture. The different positions that

have been adopted in this debate have to do with how this relationship is understood:

is it a matter of totally independent entities or is there a critical relation between

them? Or is it rather a determinist relation, implying that culture cannot but obedi-

ently respond to the requirements of capitalist development? In the case of archi-

tecture this question is a very loaded one because architecture operates in both

realms: it is unquestionably a cultural activity, but it is one that can be realized only

within the world of power and money. In the case of architecture, aesthetic moder-

nity cannot avoid entering into a relationship with the bourgeois modernity of capi-

talist civilization. It is the nature of this relationship that is discussed in this book.

In order to be more specific in my analysis, I distinguish between different con-

cepts of modernity. A first distinction can be made between programmatic and tran-

sitory concepts of modernity. The advocates of the former interpret modernity as

being first and foremost a project, a project of progress and emancipation. They em-

phasize the liberating potential that is inherent in modernity. A programmatic concept

views modernity primarily from the perspective of the new, of that which distin-

guishes the present age from the one that preceded it. A typical advocate of this con-

cept is Jürgen Habermas, who formulates what he calls the “incomplete project” of

modernity as follows:

The project of modernity formulated in the eighteenth century by the

philosophers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop

objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art ac-

cording to their inner logic. At the same time, this project intended to

release the objective potentials of each of these domains from their es-

oteric forms. The Enlightenment philosophers wanted to utilize this

accumulation of specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday

life—that is to say, for the rational organization of everyday social life.8

In this programmatic approach two elements can be distinguished. On the one hand,

according to Habermas—with specific reference to Max Weber—modernity is char-

acterized by an irreversible emergence of autonomy in the fields of science, art, and

morality, which must then be developed “according to their inner logic.” On the

other hand, however, modernity is also seen as a project: the final goal of the devel-

opment of these various autonomous domains lies in their relevance for practice,

their potential use “for the rational organization of everyday social life.” Habermas’s

1
A

rch
ite

ctu
re

 F
a

cin
g

 M
o

d
e

rn
ity



13

view places great emphasis on the idea of the present giving form to the future, that

is, on the programmatic side of modernity.

In contrast, the transitory view stresses the third level of meaning implied in

the modern: the transient or momentary. A first formulation of this sensitivity can be

found in the celebrated definition of Charles Baudelaire: “Modernity is the transitory,

the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art of which the other half is the eternal and

the immutable.”9 Throughout the development of modern art, this moment of tran-

sitoriness has been emphasized. From the field of art it has been transferred toward

a more global conception of modernity, as is made clear by Jean Baudrillard. In an ar-

ticle for the Encyclopedia Universalis he defines la modernité as a characteristic

mode of civilization that is in opposition to tradition.10 The desire for innovation and

the rebellion against the pressure of tradition are part of the generally accepted in-

gredients of the modern. Baudrillard, however, radicalizes these elements. In his

view, the desire for innovation and the revolt against tradition are not, as with Haber-

mas, subsumed in a general drive toward progress, but gradually become au-

tonomous mechanisms. In his account, the transitory aspect therefore has primacy.

He sees the cycle of modernity, in which crisis succeeds crisis, as running away with

itself:

Modernity provokes on all levels an aesthetics of rupture, of individual

creativity and of innovation that is everywhere marked by the sociolog-

ical phenomenon of the avant-garde . . . and by the increasingly more

outspoken destruction of traditional forms. . . . Modernity is radicalized

into momentaneous change, into a continuous traveling, and thus its

meaning changes. It gradually loses each substantial value, each ethi-

cal and philosophical ideology of progress that sustained it at the out-

set, and it becomes an aesthetics of change for the sake of change. . . .

In the end, modernity purely and simply coincides with fashion, which

at the same time means the end of modernity.11

Modernity, according to Baudrillard, establishes change and crisis as values,

but these values increasingly lose their immediate relation with any progressive per-

spective. The result is that modernity sets the scene for its own downfall. Thinking

through the transitory concept of modernity to its conclusions can lead to the procla-

mation of the end of modernity and to the postulation of a postmodern condition.

Thus the discussion between modernism and postmodernism that has caused such

a furor should not be regarded as a totally new element, but rather as the creation of

a radical opposition between insights and ideas that had already played a role in the

earlier debate about modernity.

Since the appearance of the term postmodernism, it has become clear that

the first meaning of the modern—the modern as being what is current—can no

longer be applied without qualification. The postmodern actually comes after the
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modern, and is therefore more current than current. Logically speaking, the modern

is therefore relegated to the past. Things are not so clear-cut, however, because one

should not assume that the postmodern condition simply replaces modernity. It

rather seems to open up a new and complex layer of meaning of the modern by high-

lighting its paradoxical aspects.12

A second distinction regarding concepts of modernity involves pastoral and

counterpastoral views.13 A pastoral view denies the contradictions, dissonances, and

tensions that are specific to the modern and sees modernity as a concerted struggle

for progress, uniting workers, industrialists, and artists around a common goal. In a

view of this sort, the bourgeois modernity of capitalist civilization and the aesthetic

modernity of modernist culture are given a common denominator while the underly-

ing conflicts and discrepancies are ignored. Politics, economics, and culture are all

united under the banner of progress. Progress is seen as harmonious and continu-

ous, as though it developed to the advantage of everyone and without any significant

interruptions. Typical of this view is Le Corbusier’s: “A great epoch has begun. There

exists a new spirit. There exists a mass of work conceived in the new spirit; it is to

be met with particularly in industrial production. . . . Our own epoch is determining,

day by day, its own style.”14 The counterpastoral view is exactly the opposite; it is

based on the idea that there is a fundamental discrepancy between economic and

cultural modernity, and that neither can be achieved without conflicts and moments

of fissure. A counterpastoral view regards modernity as characterized by irreconcil-

able fissures and insoluble contradictions, by divisions and fragmentation, by the col-

lapse of an integrated experience of life, and by the irreversible emergence of

autonomy in various domains that are incapable of regaining their common founda-

tion. Typical, for instance, is the conviction that art is by definition anti-establishment

and that enmity between established social interests and avant-garde artists is un-

avoidable. The “International Situationist Manifesto” illustrates this well:

The Church used to burn those whom it called sorcerers in order to re-

press the primitive tendencies to play preserved in popular festivals. In

the society that is at present dominant, which mass-produces wretched

pseudo-games devoid of participation, any true artistic activity is nec-

essarily classified as criminal. It remains semi-clandestine and comes

to light as scandal.15

What makes modernity so fascinating is the relationship between all these

divergent aspects, programmatic and transitory, pastoral and counterpastoral. Mar-

shall Berman argues that for the individual the experience of modernity is character-

ized by a combination of programmatic and transitory elements, by an oscillation

between the struggle for personal development and the nostalgia for what is irre-

trievably lost: “To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us

adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world—and at
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the same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know,

everything we are.”16 When it comes to formulating answers to the challenges of

modernization, he discerns an abundance of insights coupled with a sharpness of

tone in nineteenth-century writers such as Baudelaire, Marx, and Nietzsche that orig-

inates in their constant struggle with the ambiguities and contradictions of modern

life. There is a tension in these writers between pastoral and counterpastoral views:

they were at the same time enthusiastic supporters and deadly enemies of moder-

nity, and it was precisely this that gave them their creative power.

It seems to me that this tension between criticism and commitment remains

essential if one is to relate in a meaningful way to the modern. One cannot simply

get rid of modernity. It has become so deeply rooted in contemporary societies that

it is no longer possible to find a place where its influence does not prevail. This also

means that to repudiate modernity as a monolithic whole that deserves to be cen-

sured is a conservative and reactionary attitude; not only does it ignore the fact that

we are “modern” whether we want to be or not; it also reneges on the promises of

emancipation and liberation that are inherent in the modern. At the same time one

cannot afford to be blind to the reality that these promises have not been fulfilled.

The process of modernization has certainly not brought welfare and political eman-

cipation everywhere and to everyone. A critical attitude has therefore become more

necessary than ever, although it must be admitted that it is not immediately clear

what this criticism should be based on or what form it should take. This is a question

that—in architecture, at any rate—is by no means easily answered.

Dwelling Fades into the Distance . . .
Modernity has often been described as a condition of “homelessness.” Peter

Berger, Brigitte Berger, and Hansfried Kellner, for instance, gave their book about

“modernization and consciousness” the title The Homeless Mind.17 From the per-

spective of a sociology of knowledge they describe the typical features of the con-

sciousness of modern individuals. The technological development of production and

the bureaucratic organization of social life, which are the two most important carri-

ers of the process of modernization, depend on principles such as rationality,

anonymity, and an increasing abstraction in social relations. This leads to a pluraliza-

tion of social life: people live at their work, at home, in clubs and societies, each time

in different situations where other norms and rules may apply and that may even be

mutually contradictory. Moreover, these contexts themselves are liable to change

over time:

The pluralistic structures of modern society have made the lives of

more and more individuals migratory, ever-changing, mobile. In every-

day life the modern individual continuously alternates between highly

discrepant and often contradictory social contexts. Not only are an in-
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