
bui ld ing blocks
images by darren soh
© 2006-2008     























Building Blocks in Singapore

Many adjectives have been used to 
describe high-rise public housing in 
Singapore. Its proponents laud the 
Housing Development Board’s (HDB) 
efforts as nothing less than monumental. 
The fact that most Singaporeans own 
their own homes is often trumpeted as a 
public housing success story. 

Critics, on their part, have likened HDB 
flats to cell-like pigeonholes literally 
hanging in the sky, pervaded with a mood 
of panoptical self-disciplining. Some have 
gone so far as to say that public housing 
in Singapore de-individualises its inhabit-
ants.

When I was a child, I thought it quite 
novel that I could visit a friend’s home in 
another housing estate many kilometres 
away, yet be familiar with his flat’s lay-
out because it was exactly the same as 
mine.

When I was older, I started to pay more 
attention to the utilitarian principles 
behind public housing and the social 
issues that arose with high-rise 
claustrophobic living. With movies like 12 
Storeys painting a bleak, anomic picture 
of HDB living, I began to ask myself if 
public housing was really the success 
story oft repeated by the powers that be. 
On the other hand, I had spent half my 
life living in HDB flats, to no visible 
detriment. 

Today, HDB living has been redefined as 
build-to-order units with floor-to-ceiling 
windows, located in clusters with snazzy 
names like Riverdale and Fernvale. It’s 
far less likely that I would be able to 
visualise a friend’s flat just from 
knowing how many bedrooms it has. In 
fact, it can be hard to tell the 
difference between newer HDB offerings 
an d privately-built condominiums. All this 
has evolved in the name of choice and 
the assertion of one’s identity.

But the more I look at HDB flats and pho-
tograph them, the more I feel that 
individual identity was never very 
threatened to begin with. Our country’s 
public housing may have been very 
homogeneous in the past, like the 
seemingly monotonous common 
corridors of Block 83, Commonwealth 
Close. But look closely at how 
inhabitants have appropriated and 
transformed much of their often limited 
space, and it becomes clear how we 
should never 
underestimate the individual’s ability to 
continually overcome the constraints set 
by the environment, be it a pigeonhole or 
otherwise. 
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