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Multiple Modernities in Contemporary Architecture

jereMy Melvin

Modernity, whether in architecture or any other cultural phenomena, has multiple 
manifestations. While some of these manifestations share roots with manifestations of plurality 
in other disciplines, architecture’s many modernities have their own particular characteristics, 
which can be divided into two categories. The first are those that spring from the contingent 
historical circumstances around which modernity and its related terms, modernisation and 
modernism, became part of the discipline’s discourse. The second category includes those 
which arise from certain conditions inherent to architecture in circumstances beyond what 
we might call modern. In this short paper I hope to draw attention to some of the implications 
of the relationship between these two categories.

Around the year 1900 there were numerous movements that struggled with the concept of 
modernity in architecture. They formed under various political regimes, from the democratic 
USA to Tsarist Russia, from Imperial Japan to the European states of Germany, Italy and 
Austria-Hungary. Each would have considered themselves modern, and despite varying levels 
of technological capability, had some reason for doing so. Soon after World War I, however, 
one architectural movement seemed to claim modernity itself. This is the architectural 
“modernism” characterised by white walls, flat roofs and some attempt towards industrial 
production. Its rhetoric was extraordinarily powerful. Through the writing of Siegfried 
Giedion, Nikolaus Pevsner, Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, it evinced a universal 
applicability. The last two writers just mentioned coined the term the “International Style” 
for a famous and hugely influential exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 
1932. 

Although subsequent historians, like Giorgio Ciucci and David Watkin, demonstrated that 
this form of modernism was far more heterogeneous and self-contradictory than these early 
writers would make it seem, the legacies of their rhetoric remain and continue to appeal 
to many practising architects. For this reason the multiple modernities of contemporary 
architecture can only be understood in light of a movement which was itself based on a series 
of fictions originating in the western world at a particular time. An architect working today can 
hardly claim to be modern without acknowledging modernism, even if that acknowledgement 
is in the form of a rejection. 
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This condition sets the background for a consideration of the multiple modernities in 
contemporary architecture, and how their inherent characteristics interact with modernity in a 
traditional sense. Central among these characteristics is that architecture is both functional and 
communicative: it serves a particular activity or combination of activities, and simultaneously 
represents and conveys ideas. In a pre-modern society function and representation generally 
serve the same ends. When discussing the political model of cuius regio eius religio which 
took hold in western Europe after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, Armando Salvatore 
might well refer to one concrete example: the German city of Karlsruhe, where avenues 
radiate from the Elector’s palace through the city and into the surrounding countryside. This 
spatial construction is precise analogous to the political organisation in which it was formed: 
function and appearance reinforce each other.  

Most notable architecture up to this period had been built for secular or religious authorities, 
or at least those who had access to power and resources through one or other of those 
routes. As the Westphalian settlement resolved the long-running duality in western society 
between Church and State in favour of the latter, so architecture followed.

This sort of setting and its associated model of patronage and building production was not 
likely to motivate architecture towards modernity. That happened by and large through the 
economic and social effects of megalopolitan cities, including Chicago, New York, Berlin 
and Vienna. In Europe countries which had either recently unified – appearing to resolve 
multiple political identities into one – like Germany and Italy, or states with an inherent 
heterogeneity like Tsarist Russia and the Habsburg Empire, tended to foster trends which 
augured modernity, and by no means coincidentally. 

Even before the emergence of great 19th century metropolises there were many challenges 
to the relationship between architecture and power. They might be crudely grouped under 
three headings: Intellectual, Political and Technological. The first group of challenges includes 
the emergence of aesthetics as a category of thought, opening new interpretations of sensory 
experience; the second group obviously includes the change and mutation of regimes from 
the French Revolution onwards; the final group includes the technologies of the Industrial 
Revolution which had an immediate effect on how buildings were being built, an increasing 
impact on their appearance, and the purpose which the buildings serve.

All of those developments placed a new emphasis on architectural theory. With the purposes 
of the discipline no longer clear and the possibilities of form, function and appearance 
becoming more diverse, architects needed guidance. The eventual result was to unbalance 
conventional assumptions, such as the architectural analogue in the Westphalian political 
model. That created a dynamic and fluid relationship between architect and state power. 
Architecture’s engagement with modernity did not just effect one irrevocable change, but 
made change an irrevocable part of its being. 

One factor in this transformation is the fragmentary and ambiguous nature of much architectural 
theory. Despite various attempts there were no unified theories of architecture and, 
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intriguingly, many theoreticians seemed simultaneously combine progressive and reactionary 
ideas in their attempts. Examples of this include AWN Pugin (1812-52) who sought to 
create a new society under the dual guise of revived 15th century Gothic architecture and 
Roman Catholic religion, or CN Ledoux (1735-1806), architect of a famous salt works which 
reinforced the Ancien Regime’s hated monopoly, and who later re-worked his designs into 
radical proposals for an ideal city in the years after 1789. 

Despite its falsely constructed homogeneity, or perhaps because of its inherent heterogeneity, 
architectural modernism also demonstrates this ambiguity. In the 1920s it could symbolise 
social democracy in Holland and Germany and give birth to the legendary Soviet Man 
in the USSR. The Italian Fascists could use it for their own purposes in both their own 
country and in Eritrea (still part of Ethiopia in the 1930s), where the city of Asmara is an 
extraordinarily conceived and partly realised modernist city. During the 1950s Jawaharlal 
Nehru could commission the most influential modernist architect of all, Le Corbusier, to 
design Chandigarh in newly independent India, even though it echoes elements of New 
Delhi’s colonial architecture. Modernism appealed to the Brazilian communist architect Oscar 
Niemeyer and to multi-national businesses.

Paradoxically, the less experience a society or individual had of modernism at first hand, the 
more likely they were to accept its claims at face value. While in some cases it did partially 
fulfil its social claims, the rhetorical momentum behind modernism appealed to architects, 
politicians and the occasional industrialist, all of whom were interested in social change. 
Architectural modernism promised significant benefits both for corporate efficiency and 
social services such as housing, education and medicine. 

Modernism made sweeping and ambitious claims for its ability to bring about a new society. 
But by the 1970s it was evident that modernism alone was insufficient and possibly not even 
necessary. Its failings spawned another generation of multiplicity which included a revival 
of interest in historical styles, new ways of engaging with physical context, and a growing 
awareness of the impact of energy use. Each brought a new emphasis on how architecture 
related to location and society. The future of architecture will depend on how effectively 
architects engage with that agenda.

New theories, themselves responses to the social, economic and political changes that 
underpin modernity, blew apart the belief system that had led to designs like that of Karlsruhe. 
Politics, form, function and architectural style were delaminated and their relationship became 
a matter for individual contingent negotiation, potentially in the instance of each and every 
building. This is how  modernity became an element of architectural discourse and how it 
continues to act on architecture’s ability to do and to represent. 

Any comments I make about architecture in a non-western context must regarded as 
extremely tentative, but I would suggest two relevant considerations. First, that the pervasive 
legacy of modernism continues to affect any sense of architectural modernity wherever it 
occurs, and second, the relationship between form, function and appearance cannot be taken 
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for granted. It could be that new ways of thinking about how buildings relate to their location 
and climate on one hand, and their particular purpose and its place within a broader social 
context on the other may help to retain what is valuable in modernism and to transcend 
what is not.
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