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“[Plublic space is developed not just by talking and sharing ideas
but by doing things together”.

Non-hierarchical, pluralistic, and a space where people negotiate in their everyday life. These are some
defining characteristics of Singapore’s public spaces, said Dr. Hee Limin at the launch of her book,
Constructing Singapore Public Space.

The director of research at CLC detailed the historical evolution of public spaces in the city, noting how
their social uses and discourses within them do not fit neatly into the established, mainly, Western
theories and models. Instead, the Singapore’s public spaces are home to a variety of spatial practices
that play an important role in shaping both state-people and people-people relationships.

One example is in public housing estates, which Dr. Hee noted have shifted from “pragmatic spacing
between buildings” to become “a focus of community building and tangible images of liveability”. This
evolution of public spaces from “spaces to networks” has been carved out by residents through their
everyday use, resulting in a “spatial culture and social systems that may sometimes surprise the town
planner.”



“Singapore is also
about a plurality of
spatial occasions...”

Such dichotomies have also played out differently in Singapore’s

other public spaces. For instance, Little India is a space for both
insiders and outsiders, and also contains temporal spaces occupied
by weekend crowds and subversive ones such as the Desker Road
red-light area. The city’s main retail belt, Orchard Road, however,

is a space of friction where ideas of self and others are constantly
evolving as people visit the direct for work and to encounter
diversity.

On how these different types of spaces shape social relationships,
Dr. Hee explained that the question to ask is what form democracy
has taken within the idea of public space and practice. “In
Singapore's context, public space is the medium through which
negotiation takes place through recurrent everyday spatial
practices,” she said. “In simple terms, Singaporean identity and
Singaporean public space is developed not just by talking and
sharing ideas but by doing things together.”

As social landscapes continue to change, Dr. Hee urged urban
planners to develop networks of public spaces rather than
homogenous and undefined ones. “There’s a need to create more
concentrated experiences, greater varieties in choice of spaces

for Singapore’s increasingly diverse population, and create new
adjacencies for encounters between different groups. We need
new opportunities for new stakeholders in public space, so that the
publicness of public space is preserved.”



As spaces that

are defined by the
spatial practices of
1ts users, he likened
Singapore's public
spaces to theatrical
sets where actors
and props shift
with time to give
“different kinds of
tones and tenors”.
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During the panel discussion, Professor Peter Rowe of Harvard
University wondered if the development of Singapore’s public
spaces had something to offer the world. As spaces that are
defined by the spatial practices of its users, he likened Singapore’s
public spaces to theatrical sets where actors and props shift with
time to give “different kinds of tones and tenors”.

“Singapore is also about a plurality of spatial occasions that allows
us to make of the space what we will and move on. This is a very
contemporary idea, one that is rather liberating and one that |
hope Singapore hangs on to,” said Professor Rowe. He added that
urban designers ought to differentiate between space as an event
versus a container. “We need to shift the discussion of space-
making into a realm that's probably a lot more performance-
oriented, contemporary and has a temporality to it."

Expanding on this notion, Dr. Hee noted how void decks in public
housing estates are transformed into community spaces by
simple actions of the residents, such as the elderly bringing down
some plastic chairs. This is why public space design should grow
with spatial cultures so as to stay relevant to people's everyday
lives. “As a designer, we should design something that's not too
bounded, then you observe and you study, and you see what
happens, and you do more when people get together and add
more design elements, differentiate the space.”

Even as public discussion increasingly happens online today,
Dr. Hee says these virtual spaces are often self-selecting and
reinforce certain ways of thinking. This is why physical public
spaces are still valuable to the city.



“Good public spaces are those where you create adjacencies and
places of friction; where different groups get a chance to bump into

each other,” she said. “You become richer for the experience and
build knowledge. That develops and transforms spaces and the
identities of people in the end.”
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