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the film and reflect on the alternative embodied narratives discerned from
these filmic performances of public housing. The film hints at how the single
women’s use of their domestic spaces challenges the atomistic existence
perpetuated by nuclear families. Ultimately, | ask how the frame of ‘sexuality
at home’ might help to understand and intervene in this hegemonic housing
environment.

‘Shall we get married?’: Housing the nation,
unhousing sexuality

The family is the basic building block of our society. It has been so and, by
policy, we have reinforced this and we want to keep it so. And by ‘family’
in Singapore, we mean one man one woman, marrying, having children
and bringing up children within that framework of a stable family unit.
(Lee 2007)

Public housing in Singapore is a peculiar architectural and sociopolitical
phenomenon in its unprecedented success, not just in efficiently providing
mass housing but in also continuing, from the 1960s on, to house over 82 per
cent of the island state’s resident population (HDB 2015: 6). As such, every
housing block may be said to contain a microcosm of the nation (Goh 2003).

Installed as a state-controlled housing authority in 1960 to replace the
colonial government’s housing body, the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT),
the HDB's first task was to solve the housing shortage and modernize the
public housing provision. This endeavour required not just an architectural
investment in the most advanced building technologies, which included
the use of prefabricated and modular building components, new sanitation
services, passenger lifts systems and theories about environmental hygiene,
italso involved a large-scale Haussmanian-like clearing of existing settlements
that the state defined as urban ‘slums’ (Manderson 1996; Yeoh 2003). Here,
communicable diseases like tuberculosis (Yeoh 2003: 93-101) had spread
unchecked between densely packed dwellings holding multifamily households,
single families with temporary lodgers, and groups of migrant bachelors who
had travelled to Singapore for work from southern China. Characteristic of
such household compositions was a loose interpretation of “family’, and social
or economic alliances founded on kinship and pragmatic circumstance rather
than through a marital contract.

By 1965, the fundamental problem of housing — in terms of sheltering the
population — had been more than adequately addressed, and public housing
continued to evolve from an architectural provision into a more sophisticated
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ideological instrument of the state (Chua 1997; Clancey 2003; Goh 2003; Kong
andYeoh 2003; Tremewan 1994). The act of modernization did not just involve
the most up-to-date building technologies but essentially encompassed the
development of a complex and fine-tuned state-sponsored apparatus — the
public housing flat as a technology of governance — that enmeshed architecture
and urban planning with public policy, finance, legalities and the reinforcement
of societal norms around marriage and procreation.

To this day, legal ownership and tenancy rules of a new HDB flat, which are
both state controlled, are structured around categories wherein ‘eligibility’ to
purchase must satisfy specific requirements. For the purchase of new three-
room or larger-sized flats, the main applicant, who must be a Singaporean
citizen of at least twenty-one years of age, must first form a ‘proper family
nucleus’. This ‘nucleus’ may be achieved through several means: with a
spouse, with one’s fiancé or fiancée, between parents and children, between
siblings (orphaned/single), or between a widowed or divorced applicant and
children under his/her legal or custodial care (HDB 2015). It is also implicit that
the engagements must be undertaken by heterosexual couplings.

Despite the multiple combinations, the geographer Natalie Oswin points
out that the HDB's pro-family arrangements are ultimately restricted to
heteronormative familial configurations —as this section’s opening quote clearly
articulates — that leave out many other possible groups such as ‘unmarried
persons, widowed/divorced persons without children, and single parents who
have never been married’ (Oswin 2010: 257). Oswin also argues for a link
between Singaporean public housing’s heteronormativity with a postcolonial
‘desire for progress, modernization and development’ (Oswin 2010).
However, although SIT sought to regulate the composition of households,
it did not strictly enforce these recommendations in the same way as the
HDB (Oswin 2010: 262-3), whose policies made manifest the nation state’s
pre-independence modernizing efforts to place the ‘married, monogamous,
heterosexual, procreative couple’ (2010: 263) at the heart of the public housing
project: ‘We believe that the state of our families, the building blocks of any
society, determine not only the moral tone of the society but its economic
health as well. As our families prosper, so does the nation” (Tarmugi 1995).

Without fulfilling the national responsibility of procreative coupling, the stakes
for single women living in public housing, an institution undergirded by familial
and nationalist proclivities, is precarious if also often unimaginable. Yet as the
architectural historian Beatriz Colomina reminds us, ‘The politics of space are
always sexual, even if space is centred around mechanisms of the erasure of
sexuality’ (Colomina 1996: first page of intro). Indeed, Singaporean public housing
has successfully naturalized heteronormative sexuality so as to make it already
completely unremarkable. Moreover, with almost its entire population living in
public housing, an alternate view of domesticity in the Singaporean context is









