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The late 20th Century was obsessed with 
biological models for how architecture could 
adapt to its surroundings. In Metabolism for 
example, the impetus driving adaptation and 
morphological transformation is the work’s 
psychological impact. The undercurrent of 
these architect’s theories and motivations (all 
working against modernity) is not so much the 
technology or geometry of adaptation, but 
the resultant alteration that transformed the 
subject’s (the inhabitant’s) awareness of their 
environment.

In the context of collective housing, many of 
these projects were an examination of the 
extent to which the architecture of the unit (or 
house) could transform the entire collective. 
To this extent, the “Project” underlying archi-
tectural morphology, adaptive and genetic 
methods is the alteration of one’s psycho-
logical state and the belief that architecture 
(housing in particular) has the ability to alter 
one’s state of mind and lifestyle. 

Contemporary China -and much of the hous-
ing within it- has little to do with Architects. 
Unit floor areas and layouts are largely prede-
termined by developers; driven by well stud-
ied and vetted financial and economic models. 
The 20th century dream of architects design-
ing whole, utopian, housing developments 
as a means to re-invent community and the 
contemporary subject, is evaporating if not 
entirely gone. Yet, architecture continues to 
suggest that it must have full control over the 
whole; it remains obsessed with wholism and 
continuity. 
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Increasingly, one can see a trend where 
Architects are being engaged to design only 
the enclosure, only the common areas or 
podia of housing projects. In cities like Hong 
Kong, this trend is taken even further. It is 
clear that unless an architect is adept at ren-
ovating existing housing estates, they will not 
be able to sustain a practice or experiment 
on the city. This is a reflection of a number of 
factors, including the maturity of the physical 
fabric of Hong Kong, its current economy, and 
the desire for developers to be environmen-
tally responsible by building less. Projects 
embracing alteration can be seen as offering 
solutions to one of many possible futures that 
can distinguish an architecture born from a 
blank slate/”open city” (20th century) ver-
sus an architecture born from a highly dense 
city where it must pry, crack and intervene in 
order to “open” the city. This type of work is 
both conceptually ripe and deeply ecological. 
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