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The avant-garde has had a troublesome record, both in politics and in art. There have been many political avant-gardes, and many failures. Artistic avant-gardes have sprung up one after the other, each practically by definition more exciting than the last, resulting in a diluted movement whose main legacy has been uncertainty and questioning. 
We have been fascinated over the past 10 or 15 years with the theory of complexity, chaos and catastrophe; each new phenomenon has been seen as practically a natural metaphor of our own existential situation. 
The avant-garde phenomenon arose just after the turn of the century. Does it still have an identity as the century nears its end? Or will it die with the century, no longer nourished by the opposition that once sustained it, in a world in which avant-gardism has become banal, and breaks with tradition and the quest for novelty are commonplace, finding a ready audience in the world of mass entertainment? 
How must we define today's avant-garde? Is it a social movement? The question comes at a time of widespread fear, recession, social divisions, unemployment, and the effects of the decentralisation of our business activities, our national economies and our own human destinies. Our fears are reminiscent of medieval times, perhaps accentuated today by the approach of the new millennium, but based on problems that are real and growing, not just products of our uneasy minds. 
How can today's architects deal with the main ethical problems posed by contemporary thought? What of individualism, intersubjectivity, the quest for aesthetic value in every thing, the erosion of our illusions and the loss of the great dialogues of the past (in particular those of Marxism)? How can we face the crumbling of our foundations, and the continual questioning? 
How will our architects confront the city of the future, conceive of place as well as universalisation, the spread of megacities and whatever is meant by urbanism in the age of the Internet? To echo Rem Koolhaas in his lucid apology for the "generic city," we must first break with the basic underpinnings of our European culture, and that may be too much to ask of us. It's not clear that we really want a complete break from the "enslavement" Koolhaas describes (to a centre city, its identity and history) and move to the neutrality of cyberspace where information, funds, everything is already just floating freely around. 
