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Architect-designed private houses in the developing world may 
seem, to some at least, to be a kind of perverse luxury - if not 
downright anti-social- when it is shelter for the masses at a 

price they can afford that is one of the most urgent problems. 
Yet, if a professional designer is to fulfil his or her 

responsibilities to an emerging society, there needs to be a 
'testing ground' for adaptable, appropriate models that could 

eventually be replicated on a large scale. A century ago Frank 
Lloyd Wright in America set himself the task of finding a model 
dwelling for the North American "way of life" , and Alvar 
Aalto did the same when his non-industrialised Finland gained 

independence from the Soviet Union in 1917. For the architect, 
it should be first and foremost a socio-cultural act of reflection 

towards crystallising a form of habitation, but it can also be a 
political act. 

In countries striving to coalesce multiple traditions 
(Malaysian, Chinese, Filipino, Indian, Sri Lankan, Kenyan, or 
Iranian) into a national identity, often after years of dependence 

or isolation, the urge to evolve unifying forms of expression are 
irrepressible. The difference is between vernacular forms (see 
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Gallery piece in this issue) of habitation built by community 

):Ilembers themselves and forms (monumental or not) that seek 
to express the essential values and aspirations of society in a 
concentrated manner, in a simple, paradigmatic statement. 

Architects Lim in Malaysia and Manosa in the Philippines, 

through the research and experimentation revealed in their 
house designs - starting from the nipa hut or Malaysian 
house-types - make this abundantly clear. But so also do the 

other examples illustrated here, reflect the climate, geography, 
material resources, and cultural traditions present in their 
country. They are not alone in this endeavour either, simply 
representative. Efforts of this sort in individual house design, 

when seen in their most positive, progressive light, may be 
analysed and judged not as monuments for the rich who paid 
for them, but as the fruit of investigation into ideal forms and 
spaces for domestic living in their respective cultures. 
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Preceding pages: The pool and reception areas oj a recent house in Sri Lanka. 
Photograph: Milroy Perera. 




