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Today, with an almost !ve-fold  increase 
in the world’s population (from 1.6 
billion in 1900 to 7.8 billion in March 
2020) and the increased use of fossil 
fuels, together with the advance of 
capitalism, science, health care and 
intensive agriculture, we !nd Modern-
ism in action all over the globe as the 
spatial programme that has  provided 
housing for the mass urbanization of 
people. Dropping myself down as a 
little orange man on Google Earth 
wherever there is a blue line, I see 
the aftere"ects of Modernism. As an 
‘algorithm’ for planning, executing and 
building architecture, it has become a 
planetary visual force and the spatial 
expression of the Anthropocene. 
Modernism in all its variations mirrors 
the fundamental driving forces of this 
new age, in which man has become a 
geological agent. It is based on fossil 
fuels (in coal for energy production and 
in the automobile, aeroplane or train 
as modes of transportation), it uses 
abstract spatial language (mathematical 
grid space), it is made for the individual 
(both in private dwellings and in the 
isolation of the apartments inside high-
rise towers), it is universal (due to the 
global presence of capitalism) and it is 
progressive (as in the implementation 
of new technology).

Every search for ‘beginnings’, however, 
should be careful of reductionism. 
When we zoom in on Modernism 
as a movement to understand its 
beginnings and its evolution, we 
discover regional di"erences between 
Scandinavian, Central European, 
Asian, African, Latin American and 
American Modernism, because even 
though Modernism saw itself as a uni-
versal language (re#ecting the universal 
rights of man), it was still applied with 
huge local variances depending on 
climate, culture and material possibil-
i ties: not one Modernism but many 

Modernisms, yet all of them respond-
ing to the new conditions of a world 
based on a prime mover exploding in 
a$combustion engine.

%us there are many sources for – and 
aspects of – the concept of Modern-
ism, and from every one of them we 
could !nd a spatial and visual energy 
that could make us believe again in its 
promise of technological emancipation 
through new styles and modes of 
 spatial production. Yet writing in the 
year 2020, more than a century after 
the !rst signs of a new architectural 
understanding began to emerge, I am 
unable to jubilate in the marvellous 
and extraordinary energies that 
Modernism unleashed. Instead I see 
a spatial project whose metaphysical 
foundation is now being washed away 
by the all-pervasive climate crisis. 
Hence my project Flooded Modernity 
of 2018 as the visual expression of 
this situation: a 1:1 model of Le 
 Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, which is 
partly submerged in a Danish &ord. 
Originally conceived as a response to 
the use of social media in manipulating 
public opinion in the US and UK, 
I$now see it as a portent of the impend-
ing climate crisis.

To be critical of Modernism is not 
new. At least since Robert Venturi and 
Charles Jencks, it has been common to 
mock Modernism. Why is it di"erent 
this time? In the 1960s and onwards, 
the main argument against Modernism 
was that it was too abstract (not related 
to context), it was hierarchical (not 
re#ecting the new values of multicul-
turalism), it was too white (not allowing 
for colours), it was standardized and 
generic (not allowing for individual dif-
ferences), it was isolating (not allowing 
for communities to develop), it was cold 
(too much concrete) and it was male 
(dominated by old Caucasian men).
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If we studied the ‘beginnings’ of architectural 
Modernism, we would !nd a search for a new 
vocabulary based on geometric forms with the 
machine as the main metaphor for spatial pro-
duction (Le Corbusier), a reduction of form to 
its function (Mies van der Rohe) and a belief 
in industrial design products as accessible to 
ordinary people (Bauhaus). We would also !nd 
a spiritual vocation, as in the attempt to give 
modern man a space that mirrored his desire 
to shed the dead weight of historical references 
(Adolf Loos). Together all these aspirations 
led to new styles and visions of utopia that 
were applied on both sides of the ideological 
arena in the 20th century: the glass and steel 
of private houses and corporate architecture 
in liberal democracies (International Style) 
and the concrete mass-dwellings of socialist 
 societies (Modernist housing schemes).
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Instead of reiterating the standard 
critical objections to Modernism, 
I$want to propose a di"erent view-
point relating to the unintended side 
e"ects (as in rebound e"ects) of the 
movement. Here, I will introduce an 
observation by economist William 
Stanley Jevons, who in 1865 noticed 
that e'ciency in the use of coal did 
not lead to a diminishment of use 
but the opposite. %e more e'cient 
the steam engine became, the more 
the demand for coal increased (since 
e'ciency also lowered the price of 
the energy). %is is called the Jevons 
Paradox and describes how more e'-
cient technology leads to an increase in 
energy consumption through new and 
unexpected possibilities.

So instead of searching for the ‘begin-
nings’ of Modernism and its utopian 
aspirations of creating a better life for 
modern man by providing the material 
means for an Existenzminimum, I 
think we should look at the Jevons 
Paradox of Modernism: all those 
unintended side e"ects that emerged 
with Modernism as an aesthetic 
regime. What kind of life and which 
modes of consumption did Modernism 
make possible?

First of all, Modernism as an archi-
tectural discourse was based on a 
paradigm of unlimited access to and 
use of fossil fuels (the factory produc-
tion of elements, the automobile as 
a mode of transport, the installation 
of central-heating systems); secondly, 
it dislocated its users from nature (as 
consumers unable to grow vegetables 
and establishing a self-sustainable 
environment) and from wild animals 
(it did not consider itself in relation 
to creating habitats for non-human 
nature); thirdly, it promoted and in-
carnated the ideology of ‘newness’ (by 
presenting itself as new and without 

ornaments, it spurred a destruction of 
consumer habits based on care, mend-
ing, reusing and inheriting).

By establishing an abstract space for 
dwelling in an urban environment, it 
enabled the violence against animal 
food slaves to be kept away from 
modern man. In Denmark alone, 139.5 
million animals are killed annually. In 
the urban realm, the rearing of animals 
for food has disappeared, together with 
the stench of the slaughterhouse. %e 
meat of the sentient animal is conveni-
ently wrapped in plastic and silently 
accepts its fate on the plate, yet today 
the e"ects of the industrial-agricultural 
food industry is what is driving the 
sixth mass extinction of species on the 
planet through the extensive use of 
land for animal food production.

%e Jevons Paradox of Modernism 
is the creation of an architectural 
condition for an immense luxury trap 
based on patterns of high-energy 
consumption of fossil fuels, a distanced 
relationship to nature, and an external-
ization of violence against non-human 
nature. Modernism made mass-scale 
urban dwelling possible and created 
the mythology of a modern life based 
on newness and technological ad-
vancement. Modernism was progress, 
but the rebound e"ect of this progress 
is the sixth mass extinction and the 
climate crisis.
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