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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a critique of Singapore’s problematic relationship with our foreign workers. While Singaporeans
recognize the economic logic of having them, they are also associated with the potential threat of disorder

and disrupting our social fabric.

State policy is firmly committed to managing these workers as a transient and controlled phenomenon. Apart
from administrative policies such as work permits, this approach is also translated spatially into urban control

strategies, such as the remote locations of worker dormitories and attendant recreation centers.

Nonetheless, every weekend sees the influx of 20,000 South Asian labourers into Little India, due to their
cultural and ethnical affinities, thus creating a vibrant symbiotic relationship with the urban ecology. Yet it
is also a site of contestation and social tensions, stemming from Singaporeans’ reluctance to recognize the

ethical obligations of sharing common spaces.

Thus, this thesis proposes a Little India Recreation Centre, a mega one-stop destination that is designed to
cater directly to the foreign workers. In the wake of the 2013 riot, it is both politically and socially necessary to
re-examine and address the needs of the workers. While the provision of collectivised recreation and welfare
is not a purely altruistic gesture as it aligns with the state’s stance on control and management, it nonetheless

enables the workers by allowing them to reclaim a space of their own and a sense of freedom.
Thus, the centre is conceived as a city in a city, and serves as an alternative social condenser that takes

Little India and reorganizes, augments and compacts its programs into a centralized vertical system, hence

reflecting the bustling vibrancy of its environs.

Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Lilian Chee
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This thesis is a critique of Singapore’s problematic relationship with our foreign workers. While Singaporeans
recognize the economic logic of having them, they are also associated with the potential threat of disorder

and disrupting our social fabric.

State policy is firmly committed to managing these workers as a transient and controlled phenomenon. Apart
from administrative policies such as work permits, this approach is also translated spatially into urban control

strategies, such as the remote locations of worker dormitories and attendant recreation centers.
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State control over foreign workers, manifested administratively and spatially
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The homogenized Other
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Every weekend sees the influx of approximately 20,000 South Asian labourers into Little India, due to their
cultural and ethnical affinities, thus creating a vibrant symbiotic relationship with the urban ecology. Yet it
is also a site of contestation and social tensions, stemming from Singaporeans’ reluctance to recognize the

ethical obligations of sharing common spaces.

Private chartered buses ferry the workers from their respective dormitories to Little India, where they
alight along Race Course Road. Spread across the site, these workers with limited financial resources tend
to appropriate public spaces, especially the open empty land plots which can accommodate their sheer
numbers, for a variety of leisure and socializing activities. Their distribution is dependent upon the amenities
such as supporting trades and religious facilities in the vicinity, and as such they also tend to congregate

together with others from the same homeland districts in specific parts of Little India.

At other times of the week and year, these open spaces are also utilized for various different festivities and

large scale events.
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Land use and programs of Little India, correlating to the social and material needs of foreign workers
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INTRODUCTION  SITE ANALYSIS

The influx of the sheer number of foreign workers into Little India on Sundays is a temporal spectacle which
radically changes how the space is used and experienced as opposed to every other day. The appropriation
of public space for their own desires and uses, frenzied bustling of activities and spillages of crowds into the
streets presents an almost carnivalesque atmosphere to Little India, which temporarily inverses and suspends

the normatives and hierarchy.

“Carnival celebrates temporary liberation from the prevailing truth of the established order; it marks the

suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions.”

“On the positive side, carnival suggests the joyful affirmation of becoming. It is ecstatic collectivity, the
superseding of the individuating principle in what Nietzsche called ‘the glowing life of Dionysian revellers’ ...
On the negative, critical side, the carnivalesque suggests a demystificatory instrument for everything in the
social formation which renders such collectivity difficult of access: class hierarchy, political manipulation,
sexual repression, dogmatism and paranoia. Carnival in this sense implies an attitude of creative disrespect,

a radical opposition to the morose and monological.”
“Carnival issovivaciously celebratedthat the necessary political criticismis almost too obvious to make. Carnival,
after all, is a licensed affair in every sense, a permissible rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off

as disturbing and relatively ineffectual as a revolutionary work of art. There is no slander in an allowed fool.”

-- Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1986)
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(From left) Pieter Breugel, “Carnival and Lent” (1566), Deepavali celebrations spilling into streets of Little India
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P R O P O S A L . DESIGN STRATEGY

This thesis proposes a Little India Recreation Centre for the foreign workers. In the wake of the 2013 riot, it is
both politically and socially necessary to re-examine and address their welfare and needs. While the provision
of collectivised recreation and welfare is not a purely altruistic gesture as it aligns with the state’s stance on
control and management, it nonetheless enables the workers by allowing them to reclaim a space of their
own and a sense of freedom. The centre is thus conceived as a mega one-stop destination that is designed

to cater directly to the workers.

With the opening of the Downtown Line and increased connectivity via Little India and Jalan Besar MRT
station, developmental pressures and land use are set to intensify correspondingly. The currently vacant land
parcels which are the workers’ key gathering spaces, will be built up in the near future. Thus the centre serves
as an alternative social condenser by vertically stacking a series of open, urban planes that function as a new

public space with various organized activities, such as movie screenings and weekend bazaars.

These planes are connected as a continuous circulatory system via open-air escalators that draw people up
from the street level. The structure is also segmented into specialized clusters of commercial, recreational,
residential and administrative functions, which are tucked underneath these urban planes, with visual and

physical links to core activated spaces.

The sheer size of the building may be seemingly incongruent with the fine grain of shophouses that
characterizes a large part of Little India. However, it is necessary in order to cater to the sheer volume of

foreign workers and to relieve the physical congestions and pressures placed on the site.
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PROPOSAL DESIGN STRATEGY

Site masterplan according to URA masterplan (residential/ ground floor retail commercial)
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Crowd density and building occupancy load studies
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(From left) MVRDV, Netherlands Pavilion at
Hannover World Expo 2000; OMA, Milan
Prada Foundation; Cedric Price, Fun Palace



PROPOSAL.PROGRAM&SPACE

The program of the center is derived from the existing ecology of the site, and aims to not only aggregate and
intensify these functions by organizing and juxtaposing them to create a new network of relations within the
building, but also to augment those which are found wanting. The programmatic contents and hierarchy of
spaces can be distinctly read in the building facade through different corresponding materiality treatments

and textures.
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Program list and network of relations, developed from Little India urban studies
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URBAN PLAZAS

13* STOREY
Urban plaza

(Rooftop garden terrace/ Performance stage)

10*- 12™ STOREY
Library/ seminar classrooms
NGO offices

Dormitory (Muslim)

9t STOREY
Urban plaza

(Movie screening/ Food kiosks)

6t"- 8™ STOREY
Dormitory (Hindu)
Shops

Recreation room

5t STOREY
Urban plaza

(Bazaar/ telecommunications roadshows)

2°- 4™ STOREY
Canteen (Hindu)
Shops

Canteen (Muslim)

15T STOREY
Urban plaza

(Bus terminal)
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Perspective view in context from Race Course Road



PERSPECTIVES

PANELS

View of ground storey bus terminal
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View of 5th storey urban plaza atrium space
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3 sectional perspectives — showing the continuous vertical circulation winding through the
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building via the open-air escalators and change in activities and atmosphere from daytime to night
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5™ STOREY

1 PAVILIONS
2 SEATING AREA
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9™ STOREY

1 FOOD KIOSKS
2 MOVIE SCREENING
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