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TEN POINTS ON AN ARCHITECTURE OF REGIONALISM:
A PROVISIONAL POLEMIC

By Kenneth Frampton

INTRODUCTION

One could hardly describe the present moment in architec-
ture as anything less than a period of rapid change. Toffler’s
famous Future Shock has some relevance in this regard, par-
ticularly where he demonstrates the symptomatic escalating
rate of change in the field of art from 1870 to the present.
One way of achieving some clarity in a volatile period such as
this is to construct a provisional model with which to establish
the boundaries of the field. I am reminded at this juncture of
Aldo van Eyck, who, by way of attempting to delimit the
problem, wrote some years ago:

Architects nowadays are pathologically addicted
to change, regarded as something one either hin-
ders, runs after or at best keeps up with. This, I
suggest, is why they tend to sever the past from
the future, with the result that the present is
rendered emotionally inaccessible, without tem-
poral dimension. I dislike a sentimental anti-
quarian attitude towards the past as much as I
dislike a sentimental technocratic one towards
the future. Both are founded on a static, clock-
work notion of time (what antiquarians and tech-
nocrats have in common), so let’s start with the
past for a change and discover the unchanging
condition of man.

Van Eyck’s trans-historical, almost archaic, existential attitude
implies a willingness to confront, in a critical sense, the myths
and realities of the present situation. And this he continues to
do despite the irrevocable global changes introduced in the
past 40 years: above all fundamental and general transfor-
mations in the fields of production, distribution, and infor-
mation. As far as architecture is concerned, there seems to be
little chance today that large-scale undertakings will yield
works of cultural significance. This is partly due to funda-
mental changes in the methods of financing. I am alluding to
the direct line that exists today between surplus insurance
capital and various forms of transcontinental and interconti-
nental development. The vast size of these works tends to
create an overall drive towards optimization, that is, towards
the reduction of building to the maximizing of economic cri-
teria and to the adoption of normative plans and construc-
tion methods reducing architecture to the provision of an
aesthetic skin—the packaging, in fact, of nothing more than

a large commodity in order to facilitate its marketing. This
means that the scope of activity available to the potential “re-
gionalist” is interstitial rather than global in nature, which may
be seen by some as a decided advantage. The overdeter-
mined, let us say predetermined, nature of the global condi-
tion may be construed from an interview with a senior part-
ner in a large American corporate practice. He concluded on
a sobering note, tinged with a certain complacency. “Let’s face
it,” he remarked, “this is a hungry machine.”

While the hyperconsumptive drives of our hypertech-
nological civilization have yet to run themselves into the
ground, the era of the historical avant-garde seems to be over.
We are confronted with the paradoxical situation in which,
while modernization continues with unabated voracity at
every conceivable technical and structural level, the romance
of discovery and invention has lost its popular appeal. Prog-
ress is hardly a credible myth in this period of history. The
heroics of Lindbergh have been replaced by the hysterics of
Rambo, and this substitution indicates a fundamental change
in the received conception of our manifest destiny. The fail-
ure of the first moon walk to capture the public’s imagination
bewildered the authorities, and there has been a tendency of
late to sustain the idea of progress by such fallacious and dan-
gerous devices as old-style xenophobia and imperialism—
and even a return to early capitalism—rather than maintain-
ing a social-democratic welfare state. The deliberate de-
construction of the New Deal, both here and elsewhere, re-
duces the scope of architecture. It renders it incapable of
contributing in a significant way to the public values of the
society.

Among the disturbing structural changes taking place is
the ever-expanding power of the multinational corporations;
we should not deceive ourselves for a moment as to the rela-
tive indifference of these conglomerates to the welfare of the
society in which they happen to be based. Under their he-
gemony, patriotism is transformed into an absurdity and re-
gional differentiation is a factor to be eliminated. What they
value most is a universal, undifferentiated abacus upon
which the ebb and flow of value-free exchange and profit can
be facilitated and maintained. Such issues may appear to be
remote from the immediate practice of architecture, but mas-
sive material and psycho-societal changes such as these have a
wide impact. With such changes, as Marx was to put it, “All -
that is solid melts into air.”

The monopolization of the profession and the building







