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I S SUES

The crisis of identity in 
modern architecture
The sixth Annual Sessions and the 

Annual Conference of Architecture 

will be held at the BMICH in Febru­

ary 2006 on the theme Interna­

tional Identity in National Archi­

tecture. This article is the first of a 

series of articles related to this 

theme to serve as a preamble to 

this event.

Dr.RanjithDayaratne_________
For most ordinary people, 

tasks of architecture do not of­
ten go beyond the construction

then it is indeed a mat­
ter for serious concern.

Traditionally, the ‘ap­
pearance’ of buildings 
was an outcome of a 
myriad of processes 
that were directly 
hinged to the societies 
in which the buildings 
were constructed. Ar­
chitecture was in es­
sence of the people and 
for the people who both 
made and inhabited the 
spaces and their ensem­
ble. The buildings, then- 

forms, arrangem ents, use of 
m aterials and imagery were 
inevitably a natural manifesta­
tion of the social and societal

of spaces sheltered against the 
climatic adversities; through a 
building that has a visually 
‘appealing’ appearance. For a r­
chitects however, the issues 
may be a bit more complex. Be­
cause they have learnt that a r­
chitecture through its articula­
tion of spaces produces what 
they call ‘spatial experiences’, 
architects may attempt to also 
create ‘exciting’ and ‘captivat­
ing’ spatial experiences 
through space. More over, they 
are also concerned about, pri­
vacy, territoriality, and func­
tional efficiency of the spaces, 
traditions and craftsm anship 
of construction and social im­
plications and environmental 
sustainability of the practices 
adopted in building. Architects 
are also often motivated by 
popular architectural fashions 
of the day, philosophies of art, 
and personal self-centered fas­
cinations and obsessions. How­
ever, even for most architects, 
identity- the exhibition of the 
collective personality of its 
owners and occupiers or a 
community per se is hardly an 
issue to be dealt with through 
either design or construction 
of buildings.

To put it another way, identi­
ty is almost always ‘taken-for- 
granted’ in the real world of 
architectural practice. It is on­
ly rarely an architect will have 
to discuss issues of identity 
with his paying client demand­
ing that a building should ex­
press identity, except perhaps

existence of their m akers and’ 
thus gave expression to the so­
ciety at both individual and 
community levels. Since the 
traditional communities had 
‘shared’ values and shared im­
ages of what they made and 
their forms and practices 
evolved slowly through a proc­
ess of acceptance and refine­
ment of the ‘good’ and rejec­
tion of the ‘not so good’, and al­
so because the communities 
were geographically confined 
and evolved largely in isola­
tion, there developed unique 
cultures together with unique 
building practices. Architec­
ture like most other cultural 
artefacts gave expression to 
this cultural existence and 
thus the identity was naturally 
invested in the buildings repre­
senting the nature of then- 
makers and inhabitants.

Today however, this is no 
more the case. Modernism, a 
way of life that evolved with 
the discovery of the machine 
and industrialization process­
es that followed has changed 
everything in .life from, eating 
habits to dress, and from cook­
ing to building practices. The 
contemporary world is thus 
caught up in the process of 
what is often called ‘globalisa­
tion’ meaning the transform a­
tion of all societies through 
powers of the dom inant cul­
tures of the recent western civ­
ilizations. It is partly because 
the West has excelled in the art 
of making machines, and at

in buildings to house corporate the same time has an uncom-
establishments. In contrast, ar­
chitecture students and aca­
demics often stumble upon the 
issue in every sphere of archi­
tecture from housing to urban 
design if and when they are ex­
amined from a social point of 
view.

Identity thus belongs to the 
academic realm, although its 
manifestations are real and ex­
ist in the real world underlying 
the practice of architecture. 
However, when both the public 
and architects talk about the 
‘appearance’ of their buildings 
to see ‘whether a building 
looks good’ or assess their con­
textual compatibilities, they 
are in essence dealing with

promising ‘conquering mind 
set’. Modern science has uni- 
versalised our thinking and in­
ternational languages have 
made it possible for ideas and 
values to be exchanged freely. 
Cross-national travelling has 
transported beliefs and practi­
ces across borders and elec­
tronic communications have 
connected people across all 
known boundaries enabling a 
swift movement of ideas and 
practices.. As a result, cultural 
differences are being diluted 
and community and national 
identities are being shattered. 
Indeed there is an emergence 
of subdued nations but a pow­
erful ‘international communi-
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Identity is a question of ex­
pressing values, specificities, 
and similarities of patterns of 
existence, while also establish­
ing the differences in order to 
affirm this uniqueness. In fact, 
lot only should there be a dif- 

rence but this difference has 
be proud worthy. It mani- 
•s at individual, group, corn- 

unity and national levels and 
derlies culture and contrib- 

tes to self-esteem at personal 
Is and group relationships 
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practices, norms, ideologies 
and philosophies of this in ter­
national community have been 
founded almost entirely upon 
those of the recent western 
civilizations whose presence 
emerges vividly expressed 
through both material and non 
material productions involved 
in their existence.

The influence of Modernism 
upon architecture has been 
enormous, although it has not 
transformed the building prac­
tices of a vast majority of poor 
and ru ral inhabitants of the 
earth. While modernism has 
evolved through post-modern­
ism, to what is often talked 
about as ‘post; post-modern­
ism’, all different forms of 
modernism, traditional com­
munities still exist with less 
isolation than before and per­
haps also little less guided by 
traditions. Most certainly how­
ever, traditional building prac­
tices continue to provide shel­
ter to the millions of ru ra l 
poor whose lives have not been 
touched by the so-called mod­
ern architecture at all.

Modern architecture is foun­
ded on a number of key ideas

at the centre of 
which lies the 
idea of ‘space’; 
an ‘undefined 
expanse of 
emptiness’ that 
is to be defined 
through boun­
daries either 
constructed or 
indicated. As a 
non-material 
fluidity, space 
surrounds all 
beings, to be 
conquered, to 
be possessed 
and to be trans­
formed. Archi­
tecture, the art 
of ‘making space’, it is believed 
should create boundaries to be 
experienced from this unboun­
ded space by m eans of rooms 
and systems of rooms for the 
excitement and joy of sheer 
fascination that can be created 
through space; the buildings. 
This is in sharp  contrast to 
‘Vastu’ ‘Feng Shui’ or ‘geoman- 
cy’ and other traditional p rin­
ciples that guided pre-modern 
architectural practices. In fact 
in modernism, space is seen as 
a homogeneous entity, undif­
ferentiated and therefore hav­
ing no characteristics or iden­
tities inherent in itself. It is on­
ly when space is defined and 
characterized, that it may ac­
quire significant representa­
tional characteristics of one 
community or another: expres­
sion of identity

The m aterials employed to 
define these spaces however 
are not as innocent as space is. 
M aterials themselves have as- 
sociational identity orienta­
tions, coupled w ith technolo­
gies that have the ability to a r­
ticulate them even further. 
Thus, mud signifies the poor, 
polished granite, the rich and 
so on. Materials do not only ex­
press class identities, but other 
specificities between regions, 
religions, ideologies etc, on the 
basis of how those m aterials 
have been fashioned and given 
shape. Forms and shapes are 
associated with time or peri­
ods of histories, people, move­
ments in ideas and thoughts 
and indeed political ideologies.

One of the most significant 
ways in  w hich m odernism  
has influenced architecture is 
through m ateria ls and con­
struction  technologies em­
ployed for m aking buildings. 
Through T he m achines, 
‘m ass-production’ has tra n s ­
formed the ways in  which m a­
teria ls are prepared  for con­
structions along w ith pre-con­
structing  p arts  of buildings. 
Unlike in the traditional com­
m unities where each one had 
to be tu rn ed  out by hand and 
thus being different from 
each other, mass production 
has enabled the m aking of 
identical th ings in as many 
numbers as one wants. Homo­
geneity has set in  w ith  same 
m aterials in  same shapes and 
colours and appearances be­
ing now available sometimes 
even at lower costs in any 
place on earth . To th is  p rac­
tice of m aking identical 
building com ponents such as 
doors, windows, and all parts 
of buildings, arch itects have 
joined w ith the production of 
‘type p lans’ that are ‘m odels’ 
of units of buildings that can 
be repeated over and over in 
housing. More over, new 
methods of constructions 
have also minimized any indi­
vidual craftsm an’s touch if 
not eradicated  tha t entirely. 
On the whole, these forces of 
m odernism  in the 20th centu­
ry obscured local regional 
and ethn ic differences that 
had n a tu ra lly  m anifested in 
arch itectu re  and had  given it 
different ch arac te ristic s  of 
identities.Indeed, w ith  the 
economy of construction  and 
the speed and convenience of 
building becoming the  m ajor 
concerns of arch itec tu ra l 
practices, it became an unde­
niable n ightm are th a t build­
ings across the globe began to 
look alike w ith  an  alarm ing  
absence of being able to iden­
tify one house from the next 
or one building from another. 
This is p articu la rly  so in 
large-scale housing projects

so abundant in the west and 
now proliferating across the 
world. In fact, m odernism  is 
believed to have created  an 
acqte sense of place-less-ness 
in many developed cities of 
the world.

Although post-modernism in 
architecture was a reaction 
against such place-less-ness, 
and re-discovered the ideas of 
place, home, culture, identity, 
authenticity and difference, 
very little of these have actual­
ly percolated into the practices 
of architecture particularly in 
the developing world. Archi­
tecture as a practice of ‘ena­
bling places’ through spaces 
and homes through houses 
have been little understood. 
While Heideggerian Phenom­
enology points out that it is 
through the act of building 
Man ‘dwells’ and that ‘dwell­
ing’ and being are spatially 
grounded through architec­
ture, Norberg Schultz shows 
that the prim ary function of 
architecture is to ‘orien t’ and 
‘identify’. In fact, through the 
creation of unique and identi­
fiable place experiences groun­
ded in culture, Architecture 
tells us where we are and who 
we are. Architectural spaces 
and forms thus have an  ines­
capable responsibility to per­
form this fundamental role 
while providing for function 
and use among other things.

Unfortunately, despite the 
many positive contributions 
to the human civilisation, 
globalisation and m odernity 
have transformed the very tis­
sue of place experience. In the 
modern world, local/global 
tensions infuse all places. Loss 
of specificity of local places 
and loss of identity have given 
the experience or place ' s*’ 
phantasmagoric character 
wherein the global and local 
and the fam iliar and .the 
strange have become inextri­
cably intertwined.

By now, opposite reactions 
have already set in although, 
the powers set in m otion 
through modern architecture 
have not subsided. High rises 
dotting the cities across the 
world increasingly look sim i­
lar and show hardly any re­
sponses to local climate, histo­
ry, culture or peoples needs; 
specificities of places. The 
building materials with which 
we make even the most ru d i­
mentary huts are becoming 
the same across the world; 
steel, aluminium, zinc alum 
etc. Architectural education 
shows no signs of either local 
or national focus, while the a r­
chitectural design produc­
tions are often dictated more 
by the techniques of produc­
tion ra ther than  by commit­
ment to ideologies based on 
culture or context. More over, 
international communities, 
m igrants, tourists, funding 
agencies, developers, and even 
foreign architects are persua­
sive actors in the architectural 
market place. No doubt, many 
architects, clients and people 
in general also aspire to be ‘in­
ternational’; a nomadic sense 
of being that is believed to be 
at the core of the new form of 
society unfolding. It is their 
powers that determine the na­
ture of architecture emerging 
particularly in cities. Despite' 
exemplary works of many ar­
chitects who have re-invented 
the local architectural ap­
proaches to address the needs 
of the m odern world, many 
buildings therefore continue 
to be built with little social 
and cultural relevance, lack lo­

cal identity and are  often ‘out 
of place’.

This crisis of identity  in 
m odern architecture has been 
long debated and has been of­
ten studied and w ritten  about. 
Yet it rem ains unresolved and 
continues to aggravate w ith al­
most every new building being 
built while exceptions do exist 
perhaps pointing the way. For­
tunately, it is not an  issue tha t 
can be easily dispensed with as 
some would wish and rem ains 
to haunt architecture until it is 
appropriately addressed 
through both theory  and p rac­
tice. The next annual sessions 
of the Sri Lanka institu te  of 
architects is unquestionably 
and opportune mom ent to 
raise the issues of how to re-as- 
sert our own identity  in  the 
m odern developments which 
are being increasingly dictated 
by modernisms, in ternational 
community and m any other 
forces of globalisation.

The writer, a  Fellow  o f  the  
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