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DECONSTRUCTION OF CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE IN 
SEVEN TRENDS  

Juan Pablo ASCHNER 

Universidad de los Andes 
Cra 1 Nº 18A- 12 Bogota, Colombia | Zip Code: 111711, jaschner@uniandes.edu.co 

Abstract 

This paper proposes a methodology of analysis of contemporary architecture that 
deconstructs it in seven major trends based on variables that architects undertake when 
developing a project. This deconstruction of different practices derives in a mapping of 
contemporary architecture in which buildings can be classified within a specific trend. This 
methodology is intended to replace a classification of architecture according to scales, 
location or use with a mapping that emphasizes design processes and intentions. The 
development of this mapping of contemporary architecture is based on the identification of 
variables that determine our practice [figure 1]. The design process is understood as an 
exercise of equalization in which these variables are raised over each other depending on 
the particular interests of the designer or the character of the commission This equalization 
allows classification of buildings by affinity with others even if they are unrelated in terms of 
use, scale or location; but because they share deeper aspects associated with the design 
methodology behind. In light of the seven variables seen in figure 1, the following seven 
trends arise [figure 2]: Rationally Rigorous Architecture [1] that privileges technical 
premises and rational thought; Expressively Organic Architecture [2] that prioritizes an 
individual and phenomenological approach towards space, materiality and site; Socio-
Economically Resourceful Architecture [3]  that works with contingency and under social 
and economical restraints; Objectified Architecture [4] that strongly focuses on formal and 
esthetic explorations; Symbolic architecture [5] that prioritizes the spatialization of 
concepts; Regionally Characterized Architecture [6], that shows a special rapport with 
vernacular building traditions and eco-sustainability; and Nondescript Establishment 
Architecture [7] that privileges commercial premises.  While there are complex cases that 
can be ascribed to more than one tendency or intention, this paper will present research 
conducted over three years in a course entitled: “Contemporary Architecture Criticism” 
[figures 3,4], with architectures designed between 2000 and 2016, in order to demonstrate 
the relevance and effectiveness of the deconstructive method in teaching contexts, and in 
the analysis and dissemination of contemporary architecture. 

In the last five years I have put into practice in the classroom a successful analytical 
methodology for the understanding and classification of contemporary international 
architecture.  With this paper I intend to summarize this methodology of analysis of 
contemporary architecture that deconstructs it in seven major trends based on variables 
that architects undertake when developing a project. This deconstruction of different 
practices derives in a mapping of contemporary architecture in which buildings can be 
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classified within a specific trend.  

This methodology is intended to replace conventional modes of organization and 
classification of architecture that have traditionaly been based on premises of scale, style or 
use. I propose a different way of interpreting and analyzing our contemporary practice in a 
manner that brings closer project development with built work. It organizes architecture 
BASED UPON VARIABLES AND INTENTIONS THAT PERMEATE AND DETERMINE THE PROJECT 
AND THUS DEFINE THE NATURE AND CHARACTER OF THE BUILT WORK. 

The development of this mapping of contemporary architecture begins with the 
identification of the following variables that architects take into account and that determine 
our practice: first those programmatic, constructive and technical variables; second the 
spatial, sensory and material variables; third are social variables; fourth: formal and 
esthetic variables; Fifth symbolic, conceptual and cultural variables;  sixth: environmental 
variables and finally: the economical and regulatory . 

 

Figure 1: Seven variables that determine contemporary architecture 

 

It is my belief that the design process is understood as an exercise of equalization in which 
the variables mentioned before are raised over each other depending on the particular 
interests of the designer or the character of the commission.  

This equalization allows classification of buildings by affinity with others even if they are 
unrelated in terms of use, scale or location; but because they share deeper aspects 
associated with the design methodology behind.  
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Figure 2: The seven variables interpreted as trends in contemporary architecture 

 

 

Exemplary architecture is usually that which takes into account all of these variables. It is 
often noticed that when a building denies one of them the result is problematic. But other 
interesting thing is that singular and outstanding architecture is often that in which one or 
two variables outshines the others. This gives singularity to the resulting building and 
demonstrates where the architect’s interests lay. To what goals do they aim and therefore 
which which other architects do they relate. This is very important to our classification. 
Affinity between projects is not superficial but structural and essential. It has to do with 
architects’ interests. 

In light of the seven variables seen before, the following seven trends arise: Rationally 
Rigorous Architecture that privileges technical, programmatic and constructive premises 
following rational procedures; Expressively Organic Architecture that prioritizes an 
individual and phenomenological approach towards space, its atmosphere, materiality and 
place; Socio-Economically Resourceful Architecture that works with contingency, closely 
with communities and indviduals and under social and economical restraints; Objectified 
Architecture that strongly focuses on formal and esthetic explorations; Symbolic, 
conceptual architecture that prioritizes the spatialization of concepts; Regionally 
Characterized Architecture, that shows a special rapport with vernacular building traditions 
and eco-sustainability; and Establishment Architecture that privileges commercial and legal 
premises.  There are also complex cases that can be attributed to more than one trend or 
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intention and that will be taken into account in 15 subcategories called hybrids.  

The seven trends seen above respond to specific variables inherent to architecture. What 
characterizes each trend is that the architect or group of architects responsible opted to 
prioritize a certain variable over another thus bestowing a particular character to the 
resulting space.  Despite the enormous diversity of ideas and trends, it is possible to find 
common denominators as we observe our practice. Therefore a good starting point is to first 
explore those trends that are most familiar to us because they maintain a certain continuity 
in the face of prevailing tendencies during the 20th century. We begin by referring to the 
Rationally Rigorous Architecture ,and that it is detached from a particular interest in 
technical and programmatic premises and for undertaking a rationalistic design method akin 
to those methods undertaken by the modern movement. 

Architecture ascribed to this trend meets basic human needs and efficiently interprets 
activities and functions to be performed in space. Interest in solving spatial requirements 
based upon functional needs gives priority to procedural program variables over contextual 
or aesthetic aspects. Within this trend the form that the building adopts is subject to 
functional and structural reasons. Consequently Rationally Rigorous Architecture is 
characterized by an austere formal nature in resulting buildings because it often ensures an 
efficient behavior both spatially and constructively.   

Despite the simplicity of its forms, Rationally Rigorous Architecture is commonly associated 
with the resolution of complex programs. It is therefore a competent architecture often 
capable of recognizing the complexity of actions and decisions involved in the project, and 
able to explore different technical resources. For an architecture to be considered rationally 
rigorous, all systemic components should be related through a coordinated process. 
Therefore, and in order to operate within the framework of this trend it is necessary to fully 
develop architectural details as well as the building as a whole. Through rational thought, 
problems are decomposed in order to understand each component in detail while relations 
that articulate the whole are efficiently confronted.  It is possible to infer from the practice 
of those architects that prioritize reason in  their projects a need to understand 
programmatic problems and to respond to them through adaptability and spatial 
components. This branch of contemporary architecture privileges premises associated with 
technique, sustainability, functional optimization of space, austere use of resources and 
constructive efficiency. 

The also modern counterpart to the conservative tendency mentioned above, may be 
entitled as Expressively Organic Architecture and is mainly characterised because of its 
reaction to universal standardized production premises, and by prioritizing a subjective, and 
phenomenical approach towards space. This trend manifests interest in a formal and 
material wealth that produces expressive interior spaces; and prefers to explore constructive 
technologies that favor artisan technologies and materials instead of serialized or 
prefabricated products. The attention of architects in today's expressive architecture does 
not focus on the functional and constructive aspects of the discipline, but focuses on the 
development of atmospheres and spatial environments.This leads to more elaborate shapes 
and spaces from a phenomenological and sensory point of view but with a disciplinary 
understanding and care for technical and material considerations. The conscious use of 
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materials thus emerges as a fundamental variable in space exploration since it defines the 
resulting spatial environment. By doing so it distances itself from one of the fundamental 
premises of rational rigorist architecture: the functional optimization design to meet the 
needs of human beings. From an expressive perspective materiality is key to shaping both 
the physical space and the atmosphere. It becomes, therefore, the basis for spatial, formal 
and technical exploration. 

In recent decades two more tendencies have been detached from the expressive organic 
architecture and that in itself evolved from the modern movement. One of them indicates a 
greater concern related to the social and economic problems facing the world today.  It is 
now possible to find significant examples of Socio-Economically Resourceful Architecture in 
marginal and impoverished areas of cities and rural areas. Socio-Economically Resourceful 
Architecture intends to further humanize living space and to do so in a more sustainable 
way. Unlike other forms of design, the main focus of this trend is the needs of users and 
their potential as decisive and participatory agents in the processes of design and 
construction.  In this way it is thought of inclusive spaces that can be inhabited and 
appropriated by different communities and that have the capacity to integrate without 
distinction or prejudice to those who need to use them. Resourcefulness is another 
important feature of this architecture. It refers to creative use of cheap materials and 
constructive systems and to the adaptability to the environment, recycling and reuse of 
structures. Resourcefulness becomes creativity when architects achieve much with little and 
when they positively transform the places and spaces of intervention. The social aspect is 
based on the fact that the user is understood as the motivating factor for the project, hence 
there is a close relationship between the constructed work and what it represents for those 
who use it. In general, this architecture is present in places with adverse or marginalized 
conditions, or places with specific needs, for which architecture acts as a transforming agent. 
The economic aspect is represented in the management of resources, which in addition to 
being economic, coexist with humans framed in a defined temporality.  Architecture here 
acts as a social transforming agent and is thus Activist architecture.  

The other tendency that develops from Organically Expressive Architecture is a very 
contemporary trend that strongly focuses on formal explorations and the artistic expression 
of buildings as sculptural or plastic objects thus given the name of Objectified Architecture. 
Main sites of experimentation of this trend are located within emerging and/or wealthy 
economies. Ill show you some examples as I explain this trend. It is precisely because of the 
enthusiastic and innovative attitude of prosperous economies regarding un-conventional 
architecture and its subsequent success among different citizens that this trend has 
prospered. In a process where the prevailing variable of the project is form, the architectural 
object tends to develop autonomously as if it were an entity that is first abstract and that is 
later spatialized through the incorporation of the other variables. The very early shapes that 
come to the mind of an architect with object like interests can hardly be considered 
architectural. In many cases these initial concepts are closer to pictorial or sculptural 
thought. Under a sculptural perspective the architectural object is modeled and the final 
building closely resembles the modeling that preceded it. Both the previous virtual models 
and the photographs of the completed works allow the valuation of the work from a purely 
aesthetic point of view, and that is the type of appreciation that is most desired by the 
designers akin to this  trend. A common characteristic to all architectural objects obtained 
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through formal processes of sculptural nature is their susceptibility to awaken analogies. On 
the other hand, when the focus is of a pictorial nature, all the exploration and modeling of 
the volume is of lesser importance to the quest for singularity in the appearance and 
complexity of facades. In many occasions the buildings that best adapt to stimuli of pictorial 
nature are those with simple geometries so that more elaborate facades can be 
implemented. Both operations with form are increasingly found in in the present panorama 
of universal architecture. 

Oscillating between the Socio-Economically Resourceful and the Objectified architecture 
another tendency arises. Symbolic architecture prioritizes the spatialization of a concept 
and the interpretation of an event by means of an atmosphere, a form or materiality. To 
bridge the gap between memory and constructed reality, symbolic architecture abstracts 
notions and ideas of a historical, social and cultural background and then seeks an emotional 
connection to the place, its inhabitants, visitors or users. This architecture explores the use 
of materials and tectonics to evoke memory and to induce emotions in those who inhabit 
and experience buildings. Examples of this nature are found in relation with the physical 
representation of meaningful historical events or the formalization either literal or abstract 
of ideas and concepts. This is the case of cultural centers, memorials, museums parks that 
evoke analogies, amongst many other spatial interpetations of ideas. 

Concern for climate and geographic diversity determines the approach of some architects 
and the character of their buildings and establishes links amongst them regardless of the 
distance between them. This is particularly relevant in our next trend. In fact, in some 
remote areas where the physical environment is particularly relevant, the buildings built 
there have more in common with buildings in other distant parts of the planet that are 
environmentally similar than with other architectures within a the same country. This is the 
case of architectures that in rural areas show a special relationship with the traditions of 
vernacular construction, environmental factors and eco-sustainability. Regionally 
Characterized Architecture, stands out for its "low-tech" approach and for site specific 
explorations in the use of bamboo, rammed earth and adobe, amongst other materials that 
contribute and draw attention globally to environmental awareness issues by deepening into 
local vernacular traditions. Regionally Characterized Architecture prioritizes place belonging 
wherever it’s located.  Place, in a broad sense, concerns culture, society, the surrounding 
physical environment and the shapes, materials and building traditions that preceded it.  As 
Vernacular Architecture does, contemporary Regionally Characterized Architecture 
establishes a sensitive dialogue and interaction with every singularity of the environment 
and place. It is an architecture that is linked to the landscape, adapts to it and thus 
characterizes the region. Its building systems are an adequate adaptation to the habitat, and 
the resulting architecture produces comfortable and sustainable interior spaces. While 
vernacular architecture is an  autochthonous regional tradition since it was born as an 
empirical response to habitat, this new type of architecture reinterprets and updates these 
principles and adapts them to our present needs, without neglecting inclusive and conscious 
design. Regionally characterized architecture implements those constructive processes 
supported by tradition and that have endured from generation to generation testing its 
effectiveness in the environmental context.  The development and construction of a 
regionally characterized architecture can not compromise the available resources for future 
generations and should promote the proper use of indigenous resources.  
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Finally there is the  Establishment Architecture. This is an architecture that reflects an 
understanding of the economy and market logic. The buildings here are designed, 
represented, built and sold based upon marketing strategies that maximize the value of 
what is offered and minimize production costs. Thus, it is manifestly efficient in all aspects of 
the value chain and the optimization of resources and spaces, and often derives from an 
advantageous and sagacious approach to urban regulations. It is also characterized as 
rational, repetitive and standardized. Moreover, this type of architecture design strategy 
invests much of its efforts on the management, promotion and generation of striking images 
that may capture the potential buyer and can stand out in a competitive real estate market. 
The architecture of the establishment is the most produced and built worldwide; It is linked 
to market fluctuations and is projected mostly by large firms. The designers give great 
importance to number of square meters designed and built and leave in the background 
other variables.  

It is important to note the affinity of the previous seven trends with other fields and 
disciplines denoting the affinities and interests of those who practice them or the 
particularity of the customer and task or request. Thus, we noticed a closeness of the 
rationally rigorist architecture with the engineering; the expressive organic, object-based 
and symbolic architecture with the arts; the socio-economically resourceful architecture 
with the social sciences; the regionally characterized architecture with the environmental 
sciences; the establishment architecture with the economy.  

There are of course considerable number of architectures that can be considered hybrids. 
Up to now we’ve inventoried 500 exemplary projects thorughout the world in these seven 
principal categories and in 15 more hydrid subcategories and we are expecting to publish 
our findings in a bilingual atlas by 2018. In the meantime this experience has been useful in 
the classroom in order to expand our undersatnding of contemporary architecture takking 
into accunt designing processes and procuring a more inclusive understanding of diverse 
methodologies of the practice in a way that we can understand what drives each architect 
when they deign, what do they value and why. Unfortunately and due to the lack of time this 
is just a glimpse of this insmensity and diversity that is our practice. Needless to say 
Contemporary architecture is also a result of fertile exchanges, mergers and crossbreeding. 
As a living reflection of our society, which is complex and heterogeneous, our architectures 
offer today diversity, plural and divergent thinking. 
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