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The philosophy of history, which concerns itself with the larger
patterns and meaning of historical change, is an idle backwater in
the academic world, something that is studied, but no longer taken
very seriously by historians or philosophers. It is too complicat-
ed here to get into the reasons why this is so. It will suffice to
say that the more professional historians and philosophers have
come to emulate the methods of science, focusing on the collection
and analysis of data, the less interest has been shown in the
philosophy of history, searching for predictive patterns.

I mention this because the philosophy of history bears directly
upon my topic: the preservation of Modern architecture. Almost
from its beginning, the preservation movement in this country has
defined itself in opposition to Modern architecture and urbanisn.
Preservationists have consistently fought, at the urban scale,
against the modernist penchant for clearing sites, leveling
buildings, and altering traditional street patterns, and, at the
architectural scale, against the modernist dislike of ornament and
disregard for history. Even today, there is considerable disagree-
ment within the preservation community about whether Modern
buildings should be saved and about how that should be done.

The reason for this disagreement, I think, centers around fundamen-
tal and rarely discussed differences in our philosophy of history,
in how we view change. In very broad terms, most modernist
architects have held a progressive view of history, one that sees
the past as moving ever forward toward a better future. A common
position among medieval philosophers such as Saint Augustine, this
progressive view of history emerged in the 18th and 19th centuries
in the work of thinkers such as Georg Wilhelm Hegel, whose ideas
had a strong influence on modernist architects.

Preservationists, in contrast, often view history as having
declined from some previous golden age, typically a time before the
advent of Modernism in the early 20th century. This belief in a
golden age and in contemporary decline was common among the
thinkers of the Renaissance and reappeared in the 19th and 20th
centuries in the work of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and
the historian Oswald Spengler.

The modernists’ apparent lack of concern about old buildings or
existing urban patterns arose not from some maliciousness on their
part, but from a firm belief that the evolution of history had made
the remains of our past obsolete, and indeed an obstacle to a more
perfect future. Likewise, the preservationist’s desire to save old






