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 «The most extreme and dogmatic of its [CIAM’s] documents was the Athens Charter, 
which insisted on the importance in city planning of functional zoning and of high-rise, 

widely-spaced apartment blocks.” 
David Watkin, History of Western Architecture 

 

Abstract 

In the historical shift from disordered complexity to normality, along with the gradual 

harmonization to the social changes due to the transition from the middle ages to the industrial 

era, modernity, with its ideological arguments and novelties, offered new organizing schemas, 

also visions and promises of the “push-button” civilization, presumably leading to a new, also 

better, world. Nowadays, a reverse transition from normality to complexity is in progress, as a 

response to modern practice’s obliterating uniformity. Historically, post-modern society was 

faced with unprecedented problems and situations —at least regarding their manifestation— 

precisely because it was developed upon the equally unprecedented foundations of the modern 

world. 

 

The paper’s scope is, by using Le Corbusier’s Athens Charter as pretext, to show that the 

conditions of the —sometimes harsh— criticism directed to modern architecture, were ever 

present since the early avant-garde years. Rather than a strict set of practical rules, Athens 

Charter is a debating field, in which the dilemmas and the humanistic values of modernism are 

being contested. The crisis of modern architecture may thus be viewed as the inevitable ending 

of a gradual diminishing of its humanistic principles, in favour of other criteria. In fact, in late 

modern era, the crisis was attributed to architecture relationship with technology. Upon 

comparative reading of Athens Charter, its historical context, its adaptations and the criticism it 

received, the causes of crisis may be attributed to deeper social convictions. Architecture’s 

relationship to a variety of other disciplines needs to be constantly clarified; that is, by definition, 

the conditions of crisis are inevitably being active. 
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Introduction. The crisis as a consequence of misuse 

Modern architecture’s ending to total repulsion was historically inevitable. Considering the 

pressing demands for reconstruction after Second World War, the novelties of modernism were 

crystallized as the new status quo, soon needing revision. However, such a realization is not to 

declare any failure to modern architecture; instead, it explains much of the related criticism of as 

a contestation against the unfiltered transference of verbal declarations and abstract idioms of 

modernism to architecture and urbanism, leading to its refined, yet oversimplified, interpretive 

reduction to sets of rules; or, in analogy to the reasons for which Le Corbusier, in the early days 

of modernism, would intensely criticize the architecture of academic conservatism in Paris. In 

1923, Le Corbusier was objecting to practices assuming plan to be an autonomous work of art, 

and so declaring: “In a great public institution, the Έcole des Beaux Arts, the principles of the 

good plan have been studied, then, over the years, dogmas, formulas, and tricks have become 

fixed. An education that was useful at first has become a perilous practice.”1 In the post-modern 

era, criticism was directed to the results of blind faith over modes, methods, models, values, 

aesthetic choices, designing principles and actions about modernism, regarding their dogmatic 

implementing as formulas and superficial contrivances. Modernism fell into the same trap and 

its innovative ideas were later being misused. In belief of the value it has to return to the 

sources, Athens Charter is selected as a documentary evidence of modern avant-garde and is 

compared to the vision of modernism about technology, so that the causes of misuse are 

detected in the text, as well as in the broader social context. 

Points and counterpoints. Athens Charter as an “open” text 

Athens Charter adopts an intense tone, even promoting excessive order; meanwhile, it shows 

some tendency for explicatory compliance. For example, order is demonstrated by the 

separation of urban space into different zones corresponding to the key-functions: dwelling, 

work, recreation and transportation (verse 81). On the other hand, Athens Charter notes that the 

mingling of different functions enriches the urban character of the city, and so it proposes to 

develop, nearby dwelling, the services, the educational areas, the social care centres and the 

sport facilities, as an extension of the house (v.28&37). Moreover, small production units such 

as workshops and light industries are seen as organic parts of the urban life; thus, they should 

be placed in specified areas in the city (v.49). 

 

                                                 
1 Le Corbusier, “Architecture II: The Illusion of the Plan,” in Toward an Architecture, John Goodman, trans., Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles CA, 2007, 
p.215. See also Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, Architectural Press, Oxford, 1960, p.227. 
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In analogy, the issue of historical heritage is expressed with determination, but also under a 

compromising tone. On the one hand, Athens Charter recommends that the invaluable 

monuments witnessing the past, the character and the identity of community, should be 

respected (v.65); on the other hand, historical heritance may be preserved only if it contributes 

to the benefit of community; that is, coming from the past does is not the one and only criterion 

to keep any historic or artistic work permanently. There has to be some compromise between 

the glorious historic monuments and the current needs of community (v.66). Conservation 

cannot entail the sacrifice of the population living under unhealthy conditions (v.67). Moreover, 

the use of styles of the past under the pretence of aesthetics has devastating consequences. 

The slavish mimicry of the past is deceitful, only succeeding in undermining the authentic 

material documents which community strives to save (v.70). The historic monuments may be 

placed in a new setting, often in an unexpected, yet decent, affiliation with the present (v.69). 

 

Contemporary urbanism is similarly approached in relation to science; however, it is conditioned 

upon the inventiveness, the creativity and the initiatives regarding the total spectrum of the 

specializations involved. The city is primarily understood as in constant transformation (v.7), due 

to an upheaval brought by the machine-governed civilization in a situation that was relatively 

harmonious up to then (v.71). The problems of the city are the subject matter of ongoing 

scientific research, also of the efforts of countless specialists, engineers and technicians, 

involving construction, hygiene and social organization; they occupy papers, books, 

conferences, public and private discussions and debates (v.74), whereas they are resolved 

through technical studies, statistics and graphic analyses (v.59). It is crucial that every city 

draws its own program. Prediction may replace chance, and the program may succeed over 

improvisation (v.85). The program has to consolidate in a fertile accordance the natural 

resources of the location, the topography, the economic conditions, the sociological needs and 

the cultural values (v.86). Such an undertaking may be described as total urbanism, being able 

to bring balance to the province and the whole nation (v.83). Urbanism is the result of an 

extensive research on the impact of the city to the greater area, guided by a generalized 

conviction to express any local action as part of a broader schema. In such, imagination and 

inventiveness have to collaborate with the technical means, so that every knot will be untied, 

even those seeming insolvable (v.68). A general set of rules may guarantee the freedom of 

individual initiatives and the imagination of artists (v.29). 

 

The individual and his needs are at the centre of interest, though being subordinate to the 

aspirations and the thriving of community (v.77-8). Apart from the financial situation of the 

individual, the standards of living, hygiene, nature and security should be preserved. In the 

name of public health whole neighbourhoods should be convicted. Some are the products of 
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hasty profit and they should only be demolished; other ones may be respected in part because 

they contain historic monuments with artistic value (v.24). For security reasons, the means of 

transportation should be developed in separate levels, so that they may not intersect (v.60-

1&63); additionally, dwelling should be removed from mechanical means of transportation and 

high speed (v.27&53). The function of habitat is of utmost priority: if the cell is the primary 

biological element, the house —the shelter of family— is the social cell. It needs sun and fresh 

air to the interior, but even more it needs to extend outwards to various common facilities 

(v.88,10-2&15). High-rise development may be a solution to the increasing need for land (v.28); 

the human scale may offer itself as the measuring tool needed to bridge the heights and the 

bigness of the city with the size and scale of human (v.87), as a basis for all the scales that are 

related to the life and the different functions of being: the surfaces, the distances, the working 

schedules (v.76). 

 

However, the special interest to the individual has nothing to do with the private profit of a 

special group acting against community (v.2,10,73,78&95). An individual’s activities have to 

serve public benefit and one’s rights may be in accordance to the advantages of community, as 

both may contribute what they have to offer (v.95). The idea of private ownership is 

incompatible to the interest of community, a fact that reveals one of the greatest difficulties of 

our times: the urgency to control with legislative measurements the distribution of land, so that 

the vital needs of the individual may be in balance to the needs of community (v.94). The law 

may be supportive of every well-designed initiative, by also assuring its conformation to the 

general schema (v.85). The public authority, with its administrative organizations is empowered 

with the capacity to take any necessary legislative measure (v.74). The public authority is held 

responsible for the reformation of the city, but also for any suffering of it; in such, the importance 

of politics is evinced, either as being inspirational and insightful (v.74), or as being supportive to 

anarchy, narrow-minded behavior and opportunism (v.72,93-4). 

 

In sum, Athens Charter is read as a debating field in which the values, the priorities and the 

dilemmas about urbanism are being contested. It is a strategic plan of action setting up land 

allocation among the individuals and the different uses, for the benefit of community. It aims to 

compromise between the different interrelations and the desired outcomes, most often being 

contradictory to each other; yet it does not promote any design solution over other ones. 

Depending on each case, it may adopt either a flexible or a strict position, expressing the 

humanistic values and the dynamic relationship between the individual and community. Overall, 

Athens Charter is set forth as an open text. The issues, the priorities and the positions it 

expresses, along with the discussions and objections it raises may be viewed as an ongoing 
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dialogue; one that is enacted in its content, then extended in the CIAM meetings, aiming to 

identify the various parameters that define modern architecture and urbanism. 

The impulses of modernism and architecture’s unresolved 

relationship to technology 

Next, Athens Charter is examined in relation to the technological vision of modernism. The 

vision about technology was expressed as the admiration of machine, likewise of technique. In 

urbanism, machine served as a structural model for the functional city. The machine model was 

subordinate to the humanistic principles, also under the general aim to intensify the urban 

character of the city. 

 

In respect, in Athens Charter, architecture is described as a seed of reason and ordering, which 

may be applied into the designs and methods of materialization about an architectural edifice.2 

Athens Charter stresses out the importance of analysis and of science-based models about 

cities towards universal implementation; such models are though abstract and flexible, in order 

to be adaptive to the special character and the identity of each case. The idea of universality 

was applied under the general aim to form design strategies based on science. In CIAM, this 

view was mainly represented by Otto Neurath. Neurath’s newfound method known as 

“ISOTYPE” was an effort to popularize social and scientific facts through the use of pictoral 

graphics, offering abstract means of looking more systematically at the world. As Nader 

Vossoughian comments, Neurath’s collaboration was exceptional “for the fact that it represented 

the first systematic attempt at standardizing the language of urban planning on a transnational 

basis. It occasioned a discussion about the relationship between culture, science, and social 

progress.”3 The idea of universality may be traced back in the research work of architects of the 

early modern avant-garde. For them, the development and advancement of typologies as 

normative schemas applicable in every case were among their main intentions, a prospect that 

was gradually established theoretically, as well as academically. In this new conscience, 

architecture and urbanism were defined as being multidisciplinary, combining theory and 

practice;4 even more, abstraction would be a sort of protection against the apprehension of 

modernism as yet another style. 

 

                                                 
2 “La Sarraz declaration,” 1928, first published in Athens Charter, 1943. 
3 Nader Vossoughian, “Mapping the Modern City: Otto Neurath, the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM), and the Politics of Information Design 
(1931-1935),” in DesignIssues, summer 2006, vol.22, article 3, pp.7-10,12].  
Online source: http://www.arch.columbia.edu/phd/vossoughian/dissertation/functional.city.design.issues.pdf 
4 Along with technical descriptions relating the city to its geographic, topographic and programmatic parameters, Athens Charter stresses out the importance of 
economy, of the social, cultural and political conditions, also of history, military defence, scientific innovation, development and authority. These factors may 
interact with values of psychological and physiological class being inseparable to human, also introducing new issues, supporting the activities of the individual in 
relation to community (v.2-6). 
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In general, the vision about technology refers to the adaptation of scientific methods in 

architecture and urbanism; however, technology would not affect content, which remains, as it 

was stated in La Sarraz declaration, of economic and sociological class, serving the humanistic 

mission of modernism. The principles of general economy and performance are related to the 

efficiency of the machine, being a symbol of contemporary living; but these principles have to do 

with the kind of production that suffices to respond to the human needs, not with maximized 

profit.5 In respect, the goals of CIAM are: “to restate the problem of architecture; to present an 

up-to-date vision; to introduce that vision to the economic and social technical cycles; to grow 

social awareness about the necessity of architecture.”6 By its relationship to urbanism, 

architecture is primarily defined as a social practice.7 Thus, any reference to technology may 

offer a more systematic approach to architecture, aiming at giving practical solutions upon 

problems of humanistic nature. 

 

The relationship between architecture and technology is conditioned upon the differences 

between them. Technological progress is often explained in terms of evolution, whereby a 

current innovation or discovery surpasses a previous one and is followed by a next one. An 

oversimplified understanding of architecture as a discipline strictly progressing in an evolutional 

manner —also following normative rules with preciseness and universal validity similarly to the 

laws and axioms in physics and mathematics— would only produce absurd judgments. Still, 

more refined versions of such logic are useful, as in the avant-garde years they were very 

popular: the emerging styles and types were often treated as intermediate stages evolving to an 

optimal norm.8 Over time, such a view died away. As Reyner Banham comments, “the 

mainstream of the modern movement had begun to lose sight of this aspect of technology very 

early in the Twenties, as can be seen (a) from their choice of symbolic forms and symbolic 

mental processes, and (b) their use of the theory of types;”9 reversely, “the architect who 

proposes to run with technology knows now that ... he may have to emulate the Futurists and 

discard his cultural load, including the professional garments by which he is recognised as an 

architect. If, on the other hand, he decides not to do this, he may find that a technological 

culture has decided to go on without him.”10 Looking back, it may be said that the architecture of 

modernism was falling into a trap: by denying its relationship to the technologies of the present, 

architecture would set itself aside from the social progress, whereas by uncritically embracing 

technology, architecture would depart from its humanistic principles. As a consequence, 

architecture would slide towards either total denial, or unconditional embracement of 

                                                 
5 Le Corbusier, “Notes on Congrès International d'Architecture Moderne,” in The Athens Charter, [Greek edition], Athens, Ypsilon Publications, 1987/2003, p.118. 
6 Le Corbusier, “Notes on Congrès International d'Architecture Moderne,” in The Athens Charter, [Greek edition], Athens, Ypsilon Publications, 1987/2003, 
pp.120-1. 
7 See Georges Candilis, “Addendum,” in The Athens Charter, [Greek edition], Athens, Ypsilon Publications, 1987/2003, p.126. 
8 See Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, p.329. 
9 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, pp.327-8. 
10 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, pp.329-330. 
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technology; if would often suffocate due to regulations and constraints, as it would also be 

undervalued as a kind of decoration, along with the ascription of a rather unreliable, even 

redundant significance to architects by social, political, economic and technical agencies.11 

 

The architect of modernism failed to respond to this dead-end, a side-effect of his own ideology 

and so to avert any of the much greater consequences that ensued (Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Le Corbusier’s vision of architecture as machine (Villa Stein-de Monzie, 1926-8) and Jacques 
Tati’s sarcastic comment on machine’s widespread imposition (Playtime, 1967). 
 

Such an ending was due to the fact that architecture gradually departed from the restless spirit 

of avant-garde modernism. According to Hilde Heynen, such a shift of focus may be related to 

the economic crisis of 1929, wherein “public housing was treated primarily as an economic and 

financial problem, and rationality and functionality in design was mainly thought of in terms of 

cost-effectiveness.”12 Under the circumstances, as Banham comments, “it was better to 

advocate or defend the new architecture on logical and economic grounds than on grounds of 

aesthetics or symbolisms.”13 After Second World War, architecture responded to massive 

urbanization and the transformation of urban life. Architectural production would follow 

normative guides, leading to the aesthetic consolidation of modernism, also promoting stylistic 

consistency in favour of humanistic priorities. As a result, ideas and novelties of the architectural 

avant-garde of modernism were conditioned by economic and technical constraints, over which 

the architects often had very limited control.14 After all, as John Gold states, “engineers 

increasingly saw little reason as to why architects should automatically claim complete control 

over design and the fees to which this entitled them.”15 Consequently, since the mid Fifties and 

for more than two decades, visions and ideas of the early modernism were solidified under 

strictly technocratic scope. 

 

                                                 
11 See for example John R.Gold, The Practice of Modernism: Modern Architects and Urban Transformation 1954-1972, Routledge, London & New York, 2007, 
pp.7-9,66,75. 
12 Hilde Heynen, Architecture and Modernity: a Critique, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1999, p.48. 
13 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, p.321. 
14 See Gold’s analysis on the profession of architecture and its transformation after Second World War in Great Britain [John R.Gold, The Practice of Modernism: 
Modern Architects and Urban Transformation 1954-1972, Routledge, London & New York, 2007, pp.65-75]. 
15 John R.Gold, The Practice of Modernism: Modern Architects and Urban Transformation 1954-1972, Routledge, London & New York, 2007, p.65. 
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Figure 2. Views of Le Corbusier’s Contemporary City (1922) and superficial variations of it in New 
Haven16 and Manhattan17 (p.183, 1979), USA. 
 

In this framing, Athens Charter was applied superficially and partially, it was read as a manual, 

or a technical description, although it is a plain text, not including any technicality or drawing and 

its main objectives were misquoted, although they are stated clearly and in extent, as in most 

cases it was yielded to Post-World-War development for budget profit. In analogy, Vincent 

Scully comments on the outward similarity of the city of New Haven in United States to Le 

Corbusier’s Contemporary City for Three Million Inhabitants (Figure 2): “The form created is 

exactly that of a drawing by Le Corbusier of 1922, but only superficially so. Because here again 

was a gross distortion of a European program in which the housing built was not for the poor 

who had originally lived on the site, but is instead luxury housing for the really quite rich.”18 Yet, 

in time of crisis it was more convenient to lay responsibility to the tool, than to those using it; 

then, following superficially Le Corbusier’s related maxim, when a tool is no longer useful, it 

should be replaced.19 

 

                                                 
16 Source: Vincent Scully, “RIBA Discourse 1969: A Search for Principle between Two Wars,” Neil Levine ed., Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2003, p.153 
[photo of 1968]. 
17 Source: John R.Gold, The Practice of Modernism: Modern Architects and Urban Transformation 1954-1972, Routledge, London & New York, 2007, p.183 
[photo of 1979]. 
18 Vincent Scully, “RIBA Discourse 1969: A Search for Principle between Two Wars,” Neil Levine ed., Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2003, pp.153-4. 
19 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, p.241. 
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In respect, the main points of criticism directed to Athens Charter are: “the strict separation of 

functions in different zones, a blind faith to the effectiveness of technique, an oversimplified 

understanding of universality, an unjustified trust to the engineers and the authorities also 

overlooking the participatory role of the citizen acting as an individual as well as in groups;”20 

moreover, that “Athens Charter had produced static analyses that failed to take account of 

‘patterns of development, growth, or the positive activity of tradition’ and also made no attempt 

to differentiate between different magnitudes in urbanism.”21 In response, the perception of the 

city as in continuous transformation, the organization of space in zones along with the selective 

mingling of different functions such as work and dwelling for the reinforcement of the urban 

character, the reference to technique as a supplier of methodologies, the aim for universality 

along with the significance of identity and tradition, the linking of urbanism to science, the 

assignment of responsibilities to the public authorities, the raising of factors such as location, 

natural resources, economy, society and culture and the dynamic relationship between the 

individual and the community, are comparatively stated in order to be evaluated in a case-by-

case basis. Overall, Athens Charter was interpreted in ways that would often ignore, even twist 

its ideology and spirit. 

Conclusion. Towards an ever-vigilant architectural vision 

A comparative examination of Athens Charter, its historical context, its adaptations and the 

criticism it received, shows that the crisis of modern architecture was the inevitable conclusion 

of a gradual diminishing of its humanistic principles. In the post-war era, the causes of crisis 

were attributed to deeper social convictions. In 1960, Banham pointed at architecture’s 

relationship to technology and so declaring: “It may well be that what we have hitherto 

understood as architecture, and what we are beginning to understand of technology are 

incompatible disciplines.”22 In broader perspective, ideas, concepts and references were often 

transferred uncritically from technology as well as from other disciplines to architecture. 

Normative principles, methodologies and aesthetics about design were mostly determined as a 

set of regulatory technicalities outside of the architect’s studio. In practice, any critical feedback 

between architecture, urbanism, the community and the specificities in each case would seem 

as unnecessary. Considering the above, the crisis of modern architecture may be explained as 

the result of latency to outer priorities, ending up to a negligence of architecture’s own ones. 

 

Respectively, superficial estimates have often been due to tactics of enforcement set by outside 

agencies. Pioneering ideas and novelties of modernism such as Athens Charter, the definition 

                                                 
20 See George Simeoforides, “Introduction: The Paradoxical Pendulum,” in Le Corbusier, The Athens Charter, Stavros Kouremenos, trans., [Greek translation], 
Athens, Ypsilon Publications, 1987/2003, p.18. 
21 See Gold’s reference to the MARS group, specifically their criticism towards the Athens Charter in the Fifties [John R.Gold, The Practice of Modernism: 
Modern Architects and Urban Transformation 1954-1972, Routledge, London & New York, 2007, p.90]. 
22 Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, p.329. 
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of architecture and urbanism as problems of methodology and the technological vision of the 

machine, were used superficially as mottos indifferently to their nominative purposes, whereas 

in time of crisis they were accused of the damage they had supposedly caused. The adoption of 

such views is often justified by historical necessity; in fact, there were moments in which related 

problems needed immediate resolution. Romanticism is also built up due to the time distance 

from crucial moments of twentieth century, as historical coincidences, too, related to immaturity, 

revolutionary spirit, great disasters and radical social transformations. However, such an attitude 

may not be acceptable in general, since it mostly often invokes perilous practices —for example 

the so-called “golden decades of development” of the Sixties and the Seventies. Even more, 

similar views are associated with misleading aphorisms, each time updated with “trendy” 

content, but served again —how ironic!— with the mask of progress, of evolution and of the only 

viable solution about architecture. 

 

In response to this new dead-end, architecture is not threatened by other agencies, as long as 

any of the formed relationships enriches a vision about architecture being already mature. What 

is more, relationships of this kind may not infer to an instant marginalization of architecture’s 

main concerns. Definitions about architecture may change over time, but after thorough 

debating, evaluation and testing, all taking place in its intellectual framing. Besides, it has 

become common that no discipline, activity or element survives being secluded from community 

and the world. Repulsion about modern architecture might have been historically inevitable, but 

most of the related sorrow has finally been subdued. A lesson to get out of this would be of a 

growing insight about the challenges and the potential dangers facing architecture. Hence, the 

relationship between architecture and other agencies has to be readdressed each time anew, 

building up consciousness. The discipline of architecture has to be constantly alert, periodically 

open and flexible, or close and firm. In such, the architectural vision won’t merely be of historical 

interest, but in a dynamic, replenished, revolutionary state of liveliness. 

 

[Apparently, the dead-end of modern architecture’s relationship to technology was illusory]. 


