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Maximum Privacy within the Minimum Space:
A Probe into the Utilization of Residential Space in Urban Sti Lanka

Anuththaradevi Widyalankara !
(Department of History - University of Colombo, Sri Lanka)

In an wrban setting that encompasses a mass collection of diverse communities in a restricted space, privay
becomes an issue of wrban living comcerns. The accumulation of people into mjban centers has generated
implexc paints of contention stretehing from socio cultural chaos Yo varieties of ¢{utm.'b¢.mm. These concerns
bave influenced the present day urban dweller to adapt a new pattern of ‘dwelling life’ and fiew[oj{ a town
inlture within the urban entity. Architectural language which speaks to the essence of the built environment
throngh various physical stratgies has undergone some fundamental changes. The rbarm:ter of the built form
ih the urban setting has changed towards maximizing the ‘private space’ of citizens. This .r{m'.j« escplores I'be
different strategies resorted to by urban dwellers to maximize their privacy within the minimum dwelling
ypace. 1t relies on the example of Colomrbo which is the commercial hub and the n‘ucleu.r of fbe _lz{rgm‘
wetropolitan space for its study and analysis. The present study is focused on three basic factors; mbfb:tmm
i ond withdrawal, the importance of the rear space of a house and the eco-conscious distribution of internal
{pace. The findings reveal many sub factors, such as defensive, tervitorial, personal and psychological needs
that contribute to the maximizing of ‘wrban privacy”

xt')ﬂvords: bousing design, architecture, space, privacy

‘Introduction

: Privacy is anessential of people who live in a community. It personifies the ability
_ f & person in controlling access to, and from another. Humans are inherently inclined to
etk that privacy in most environments. Privacy as a utilitarian abstract constitutes the
‘fMotional and physical desire of individuals to be secluded from engaging with
#nvironments and physical settings. Deasy (1985: 11-12) states that privacy reflects the
feeling of personal space which is used by people in relating to others: personal distance,
#)¢lal distance and tersitoriality. The concept of the genre de vie, developed by Max Sorre
{1962: 14-18) speaks of the cultural, spiritual, matetial and social aspects that affect the
“hituse and settlement that highlight five aspects that are directly influenced by the built
I , They are specified as some basic needs, family, and position of women, privacy and
l Ial intercourse. Thus privacy has a major role in a house and it assumes a greater
portance in the case of urban houses.

As claimed by Altman, “privacy is an interpersonal boundary control process,
[gncd to pace and regulate interaction with others to the shifting permeability of a cell
émbranc, sometimes becoming merely accessible to outside inputs and sometimes closing
[ the outside environment” (Altman, 1975:7). Increasing social contacts that seemm to be
: ,Y:Q;_IIVC compels the individual to be increasingly ptotective of the individual territory of

WAey. The importance of privacy with regard to a personal dwelling place is determined
he effect it has in allowing the psychological reassurance of privacy sought by the
ipant, This has been emphasized by Alexander and Chermayeff in 1963 (1963: 18-23),
a3/ :grding to their classification ptivacy has more emphasis on seclusion and avoidance of
gluﬂum, where people try to isolate themselves from contacting with others. As has
Ben ldcfndﬂed by H.M. Proshansky (1970: 5-8), there are three different types of privacy;
EWI.] privacy, psychological privacy, symbolic privacy. Actual privacy refers to the degree
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. serson can really possess whereas the psych'olngncal Privacy means the degree
of privacy a pets feel in that situation, When there is a lack of acuual Ptivacy, one can

S erson can N | f : I desi
of privacy & p hieve the required level of privacy, but desired psychological

ic way to achiey : 51
use & symbolic

y not be there, ) , o
pnvacy '\]\;\ml:u‘(‘:(:\‘ of personal space in the residential domain is always generated from the
¢

o for privacy. Tn the urhan habitat, privacy is a.chnf:v'cd n,am!y llxr()u;;h' dcm’zrcation
yeaming orll‘em“}: of the uthan attitude towards mdwu!ual’tzauon. Individualism js 4
of Kmmgm)imp(; sed by the West on the living culture of Sti Lanka which emphasized
me s individuali
phc: on 4 communitarian social ethos. In the urban comcx; ‘ho]\'vc'\;cr l{n(llv:clual':‘;m has
::ouircd a greater significance in Sri Lanka, The concept o h"“ b ul:i“hm' P"’V’h",'h‘l’
X ulation with a personal identification of their own house which is emphasizec
] 44 i | imprints and implications. In fact, the later sections of this
through numerous architectura i h s which prove the changes made
paper will give many examples of Sri Lankan urban house: p 2

to establish privacy.

Maximum Privacy Vs Minimum space

troverted House , , v
& In an urban setting that encompasses a mass collection of diverse communities in 2

restricted space, privacy becomes a primary issue of concern in ur};nn bvmg. Th'c
accumulation of people in urban centers has genemec? complcx points o cn‘mcnuur’nI ;luc .
as crowded housing, pollution, health issues and chaotic socio cultural disturbances. Thesc
concerns have compelled the present day urban dwellers to adopt a new pattern of
‘dwelling life’ and develop a town culture within the urban entity. ‘
Consequently, the architectural language which speaks of the essence of the buil
environment through various physical strategies has undergone some fundamental changes.
The character of the built form in the urban setting has changed towards maximizing the
‘private space’ of citizens. One such strategic measure adopted is of applying the
‘introverted’ appearance to the entire built setting. This constitutes an effective means of
maintaining privacy among the urban. The Swiss psychologist and psychiatrise, Carl
Gustav Jung (1989, first published 1961) who developed a personality typology that
became popular, has explained the relationship between the introverted house and the <elf-
centered behavior of the dweller in tesponding to the outside world. His theoretical
interpretation begins with the clarification of introversion and extroversion. Introvert is 2
person whose interest is generally directed inward towards his own feelings and 2 world of
thoughts and fantasies in contrast to an extravert whose attention is directed towards other
people and the outside world. According to Jung, the introvert is somewhat more self-
sufficient than the extrovert. The typical introvert is shy, contemplative and reserved and
tends to have difficulty adjusting to social situations.
’ . . 2 . X
o g, Y e 1 e SR o he o e
location of the site can be idenf; d . oroan dwellings, the spatial limit and the
f be identified as the decisive factor in the urban context. The urban

Egusc ‘tlllcrcfor:d ;ons;ilut;s factors such as building setting, three  dimensional
compositions, and the plan form, As mentioned earlier privacy in the ‘ -
is achieved mainly through the demarcation of the dwellin ) B ool b S
chieved n 8 space. This could b
:r:::n:} I:r‘n’::]y‘:clcthn:m (Altman & Haythom, 1967 180-183) defines tenitodilmbcn;:\ii:i
i yonid e c::l'm;s uml'to flos'c.or open the self to social contact. Effective use
1967, 174170 or relates with individual ang Broup viability (Aluman & Haython
T Sundsttom & Altman, 1974 18-120) Teniton o e
persomalization of or matking of & place or object and c«:numuri";:‘i\Mll oy vl
vation that it is “owned™ by

-
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A person or group. Defensive
wre violated (Altman, 1975; 24),
Most urban houses i Sri
tecessed through a gateway. Their
: personal distance with bounda
i and blank walls.
i boundaties of their
tharacter of the own

fesponses may sometimes occur when tertitorial boundaries

Lanka arebuilt in clusters. The enclosed compounds are
privacy and territories express a social distance and not a
_ ties around the compound surrounded by high walls, fences
Single houses usually have protective hedges that demarcate the
gardens. These batriers serve as ‘symbols that reflect the social
¢ : et. For instance most urban houses in Sti Lanka have large blank walls
‘tnclosing the sites with one or two relatively small accesses facilities in the shape of gates
- Ind doorways. They constitute an identifiable clement in relation to the neighbouthood. In
et the limited residential area that is usually confined to a small plot of land, the
boundaty wall becomes an essential factor for security and autarky of the dweller in the
Uﬂ)'.'\n setting. The psychological need of the resident to be secluded from the contesting
#nvironments is also achieved through this architectural device. This practice is to be found
In the internal spatial otganization as well. The visitors’ atea and the gathering space are
Hihet small in the houses of this type. It is an indirect demonstration of the reluctant
thtude towards outsiders.
As has been defined by Altman (1975 : 34), primaty territories serve as extensions
5 f_lhc owners sense of identity; thus the markers include important, personally meaningful
mbuls reflecting the owner’s personal style and decorative tastes (e.g. nameplates, art
“hfects, and flower gardens). In urban settlements, the fence, landscape settings, hedges
W the colour of the house are personal symbols of identity of the owner and are
lleative of territoriality. These symbolic bartiers are tokens and expressions that
Present feelings of territorial security and perceptions of tertitorial command. In addition
fes categorized as real estate developments such as exclusive settlements usually install
ks, alarm systems or position guards for security.

The seclusion and the alertness of the ‘fortress type’ of the introverted house makes
vident absolutely secured in, the tesidential domain. The most significant architectural
In urban houses at present is of constructing the house as 2 hidden object, wherein
annot identify  the location of the house at first sight. To some it may appear as a
N, An example is the house known as ‘Hammenhiel’ which is located in a semi-urban
latively far from metropolitan Colombo. It has been designed by a reputed architect.
Rame is that of the old Dutch fort in Jaffna. This nomenclature neatly fits with its
tectural design. The entire house is encircled by a massive wall of considerable height.
ome small openings as was the case with fortresses of antiquity. The main entrance
ot open directly to the fagade but presents a rather introverted appearance (see
‘ ] 3). Another example is that of a house designed by the world renowned Sti Lankan
Milléet Geoffrey Bawa for a famous designer of Baiks. The three dimensional
Itlon usually appears as a chunky solid mass with negligible projections or receding
Hib attention to the context. In this type the solids overwhelmingly dominate the voids,
azﬁing the sensation of 2 prison (see pictures, 1, 2, and 3). Norberg-Schultz (1971)

me ctitical observations on the house that conveys the notion of a prison. He says,
house not to become 2 prison it must have openings into the world beyond that

this inner wotld with the outer” (1971:25). What he means is incorporating the
Blde* within and creating a ‘livable space’ inside the abode. Void spaces that ate open to
are commonly utilized in such situations.

d
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Picture 1 Picture 2

Picture 3

Communication between Internal-External spaces

Another strategy to intensify privacy within the minimum urban space can be seen
in the communication between the internal and external spaces. The house plan plays a
major role in this instance where it attempts to form a barrier between these two spatial
identifications. Separation of public and private domains within the interior spaces are clear
but not rigid and yet preserving a high level of privacy in relation to the outside world. The
spaces are not self’ —centered or self-contained. They do configure around a common void,
probably a courtyard sharing its boundasies. It thus produces a mosaic of internalized
gardens. The courtyards evoke a feeling of enclosure surrounded by built spaces. The wide
stretch of gardens existing at the rear of the site is a common feature in this type. Though
the rear is identified by the presence of the rear space the form scems to tumn its back on
society. In such situations, the interior of the abode conveys a homely feeling with the
addition of a variety of architectural features. Internal courtyards, non-demarcated open
spaces and double-high roofs faciliate the perception of enormous living space within the
house. To a certain extent these features can be viewed as a characteristic trait of an
introverted person. The usual behavioral pattern of an introverted person is to escape from
the crowd and prevent contacts with the public. The intsovert tends to find comfort in a
limited space of his own ‘territory’. In the Urban context the internal spatial arrangement
of such inward-looking houses facilitate the introverted resident to create 2 more conducive
space for Living.

G e W
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- A ‘Productive’ Rear Space

The rear space in utban houses plays a significant role in maximizing privacy of the
tecupant. A complex series of problems arose as a consequence of the rapid pace of
nrlw.\mzation. The burgeoning of shanty housing, low levels of sanitation, ctime and
environmental pollution were issues that compelled the construction of houses to be
subject to urban planning and regulation.

Housing construction within the utban tetritory became a highly regulated activity.
This made the architects, the creators of built environments to wade through a stringent
process wherein the first step was to study the urban setting in which he/she was
tommissioned to design the house. They had to tackle two crucial issues; one was to arrive
ul the best possible way of locating the rear space of an urban abode. Next was to convert
the rear space into a productive spicc where it could improve ventilation, lighting, and the
provision of garden necessities. The rear space is the space associated with the rear of a
wilding. More precisely it is the space between the building and the ‘rear’ boundary of the
Mlee,

Although the front boundaty is cleatly defined in almost all instances, the
perception of the rear could be construed according to two factors; the geometry of the site
and the orientation of the site. In extreme cases where the geometry of the site does not
#llow the rear space to be allocated at the ‘rear’, it is not easy to identify a clear ‘rear space.
In some cases where the orientation of the site does not allow comfortable living
tonditions, the rear of the building may not be considered as the obvious “tear” relative to
the boundaty of the front The diagram below helps us to understand the difference
between these two changes.

Rear boundary Rear Boundary

TR
Front boundary Entrance/Front boundary
Figure 1 Figure 2

In the traditional context the rear side of the house was totally a ‘regime of women
folk’ to engage in their household activities such as preparing and preserving food, washing
and drying linen etc. Apart from these domestic chores it was also the space for their
informal gatherings and the venue for social interactions. In the urban context this
traditions were no longer practicable. Instead the rear space became an important area to
optimize the private space of the urban house.

.+ The present urban landscape offers variety of ways in utilizing the rear space in
oirder to improve and expand the sense of privacy within the house. In certain instances
the rear area is also incorporated with the other spaces devoid of any barriers and thus
Mretches to either sides of the abode and is converted into a usable area. The rear space
yometimes serves as a ‘designing tool’ thus determining the entite style of the house. The
‘Whole design would thereby evolve around the rear space by complementing each other in
# subtle manner, The other alternative is to use the rear space to complement the rest of
the spaces. As has been exemplified by urban houses, this is achieved in two ways. First is
lutreat it as an extension of the inner space. The rear space is used to enhance the quality
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of the particular space but thete is no strong link that extends from the rest of the house o
the rear space. Under this specification it is commonly seen that the rear side is being uscd
as an office space or, a reading area. Sometimes it is used as a service yatd which i$ purcly
reserved for services of the house, such as parking and storage (see picture 4).

Picture 4

The second is to treat it as a garden or recreational space. Here the rear space is
used as a means of visual pleasure that is segregated from the other spaces of the housc.
Residential atreas where there is a linear housing development the rear spaces of all the
residences could be combined in order to create a common walk way, park ot as a green
area but would not act as a community space. This would help enhance the streetscape as
well as the quality of life of the tesidents, This would evoke a sense of a communal lifc
without disrupting the privacy of the occupants. The duality in the planning, the private
public, open-close, introverted-extroverted provides a greater value to the house and its
occupants. The private zone of the house is open, inviting and porous whereas the public
zone is closed, impermeable and exclusive. This is a tecurring theme in urban tropical
houses. Yet, the openness of the ‘purist’ model is adapted to the realities of urban life.
Duality is a recurring theme in the urban context; it is the adaptation of the openness of an
idea house to the reality of urban life (Charoenpong, 1996:146).

Eco Sensitive Interior

The eco sensitiveness that permeates throughout the residence is a strategy that is
used in urban houses to maximize the privacy of the occupant. The internal cou rtyards play
a decisive role in this aspect. In principle the layout is always evocative of the traditional
Sti Lankan courtyard in houses that creates a cooler environment within to contend will,
extreme heat due to the climate. As the house is encircled by a wall to establish the
defensive space of the site, it is unavoidable that j¢ generates some degree of heat within
the house. Therefore in most case, each of the living spaces in the urban house arc
designed to capture the changing landscape on each side through deeply recessed openings
that form transitory sheltered spaces between the inside and the outside. It thereby reduces

structures, there is not enough land to provide garden space.
that provides eco sensitive sentiments to both the interior an
the internal courtyard space in to an external co
external spaces,

While most of the extensive re
large central courtyard, additional se

d the occupant. This converts
urtyard space which in a sense, creates cool

quirements of the urban dwellers are served around a
rviceable rooms are located along a smaller courtyard,
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both linked by an open cotridor. The bathrooms and dressing ateas also open onto small
landscaped internal or extetnal courtyards. Structured in different ditections with
volumettic vatiation and projection, some utban houses ate built almost entirely closed in
Appearance but open in interior, Each of such intetnal spaces have a unique identity, with
open, enclosed and semi-enclosed spaces, constantly changing in relation, as one moves
within the house or within each of its rooms. The planning ensures cross ventilation for
evety space within the house. This aspect along with the creation of the large internal
courtyard gardens, the smaller external courtyard spaces and deep recessed windows create
# house that is much cooler internally than the exterior making it extremely energy efficient.
On the other hand it generates more ptivacy with a highly eco-sensitive intetior.

Conclusion

The evidence suggests that dwellings in urban Sri Lanka cater to certain necessities
of the urban resident within a restricted space. A study of utban elements such as roads
and paved areas, density of built-up areas, height and shape of buildings, green areas, water

i bodies and open ateas will make it possible to identify ways in which those physical
. tlements will impact on the lives of urban residents. This brief survey of urban dwellings in
 the greater metropolitan Colombo has identified the following obsetvations that have been
tubstantiated in the preceding pages.
: The first observation is that the limited space for urban construction has sharpened
the techniques and devices to create a conducive micro environment within the abode that
1 In total contrast to the inhospitable macro environment of urban congestion and chaos.
The study has further revealed the clear connecting thtead that connects ptivacy, and
geurity to territory. The confined territory compels the maximization of privacy within the
Jimlted space while the congested environment makes secutity to be addressed with equal
goncern.
3 Traditional rural houses in Sti Lanka had no clear spatial demarcations that served
Wlvidual needs. There were re no barriers in the sleeping and dining areas. They were
#algned communal units for family and kinsmen. The Usban housing today are in clear
BRtrast to that tradition which was observed even by the lower middleclass until the
dyent of fast paced urbanization, Urbznization has encouraged individualization to a high
ee that has made every urban home a confined oasis of urban comfort and seclusion.
fory homebuilder now strives to be as innovative as possible in carving out his/her living
pce. The Urban dwelling in modern urban communities testify to a new life style that has
ginented the erosion of community space. The paved walk ways and leisure parks built

ll%:_nd \a;al;er bodies enable the urban dwellers to enjoy a peculiar combination of ptivacy
¢ public space.
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