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Why is there a Singapore viewpoint? 

Modern Singapore was founded as a trading entrepot, 
and grew rapidly through the infusion of migrant 
populations from China, India and South East Asia. 
It maintained contacts with the surrounding countries 
and the rest of the world who were her trading clients. 
Out of necessity, because of scant natural resources, 
the evolving culture focussed on the productive 
aspects Underlying this necessary preoccupation is a 
seething cauldron of unfulfilled cultural aspirations 
seeking expression. 

In more recent times Singapore has become the ~each 
head of modern science, technology and industry. The 
principal dimension in the Singapore cultural 
dilemma is, therefore the contradiction between 
tradition/history and science/technology. Singapore 
seeks the integration of the best principles of both. It is 
in a situation such as this that the utmost creativity is 
called for to generate ideas and forms ofliving which 
synthesise the conflict into a new whole. 

In terms of architectural design and the creative arts, 
this situation poses unique opportunities for 
resolution, and artists and architects should celebrate 
the arrival of the present impasse. 

Why is this problem of identity important today? 

The worldwide return to religion, conservatism and 
the search for lasting values reflects a profound 
dissatisfaction with the fruits of modernity. The 
simplistic expectations of science and technology have 
not been fully achieved Mass media and universal 
education cast a patina over the world's cultures, and 
they are now reacting Everywhere in developed cities, 
people are decrying the loss of identity and the effects 
of alienation. The arts are now being prevailed upon 
to be less mysterious, and to encourage greater 
accessibility to and participation in the processes 
which create the arts. Temporarily, modern man has, 
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in reaction, sought refuge in tradition, but it will not 
be long before doctrinaire traditionalism will be seen 
as also not being able to satisfy the conditions ofliving 
in a modern world. And because of this, he will in time 
question and reject obscurantism. 

The process of seeking identity is no less than the 
process by which man understands his position 
historically, and defines its processes and its products 
which keep his spiritual and material needs in balance. 
A redefinition of identity is therefore of the greatest 
importance today, as through this, man is able to 
focus his attention with assurance on his historical 
position and have a sense of clarity as to his direction. 
Architecture therefore has arrived at a nexus where it 
is no longer just "commodity, firmness and delight" 
that is important. Architecture has become 
instrumental again and has now a clear cultural 
purpose. 

Is there a special significance in the problem of 
cultural identity in the New States? 

The New States are beginning to recover from the 
colonial interlude when they were exposed to a new 
language, culture and values at the expense of their 
own. The post-colonial period saw the continuation 
of many of the colonial values among the elite of the 
New States, whereby two cultures existed, sometimes 
with disastrous consequences. Often, in the New 
States technological inferiority was equated with 
cultural inferiority. This syndrome enabled 
technologically superior cultures to wield undue 
influence over everything, even the most trivial 
matters such as dress and cosmetics. Clearly, it is 
essential that a new attitude be engendered in order to 
disassociate technological inferiority which is a fact, 
and cultural inferiority which is an opinion, so that 
these countries may make their contribution to world 
culture. 



The problem of cultural identity in 
architectural design in South East Asia. 

Understandably, South East Asian countries require 
to promote nationalism as part of their national 
development policies At the same time, the 
emergence of ASEAN collectively in world politics 
and in regional cooperation requires the promotion of 
South East Asian consciousness. Thus national 
consciousness has to be seen in relation to regional 
consciousness. 

The role of architectural design therefore can assist in 
the heightening of national consciousness as well as 
draw attention to South East Asia cultural heritage. 
South East Asia was not an empty vessel, but 
interacted with incoming cultures to produce many 
common features of the present day South East Asia 
culture. Whilst there will be local differences in style 
and expression, there is an underlying layer located in 
the sub-conscious of the peoples of this region, which 
was acquired in ancient times which influences our 
sense of rhythm, proportions, colour and preferences. 
The evidence of the existence of this underlying layer 
is in the rhythm of speech of South East Asians, where 
there is an unmistakable lilt and rhythm which can 
only be found in this region. 

Certain themes in the folk arts, such as the repetitive 
versions of the star pattern and scroll forms, 
reminiscent of vegetable forms are also wide spread, 
and continue to be used to this date. The heritage of 
naturalism contained in much of the traditional 
cultures of South East Asia have survived the 
overlaying of more recent Islamic or modern themes. 

I suppose that the cornerstone in the agenda for the 
invention of South East Asian architecture is the 
recovery of this heritage and a connection between it 
and modern science and technology. There are no 
ready made solutions, and no mental images are 
adequate to encompass the scope of this task which 
requires the utmost artistic exertion 

The simple reproduction of traditional forms in the 
buildings of today have a make-believe theatrical air 
about it. The reproduction of traditional architecture 
when applied to houses or to small buildings is more 
successful, but when applied to large modern 
buildings, rings hollow. The faith that was promoted 
through modern architecture that truth to 
functionalism will produce lasting values is too 
simplistic. Modern architecture evolved as a denial of 
tradition, it started as a revolutionary movement to 
anticipate the arrival of a new society, founded on 
rationality and science. It has produced some fine 
buildings, but the majority have been bland. So there 
is a growing dissatisfaction with simple functionalism 
in modern architecture, together with worldwide 
trends in the search of roots to look for a new 
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architecture. Instead of looking deeper, the 
dissatisfaction with modern architecture is expressed 
in two distinctly different directions today One 
alludes cynically to historical precedent, whilst the 
other strives for more extreme technological feats. 

In Singapore, the main thrust is in the direction of 
better finished buildings, using the most up to date 
construction techniques stressing precison and clarity 
in design expression. The underlying ethos is 
technological and practical Whilst this strategy will 
produce a new generation of well finished and 
competently executed buildings, they will not satisfy 
the psycho-geographical needs of South East Asians 
living in a resurgent and culturally emerging area. 
Singaporeans will need to identify not only with 
technological progress, but with deeper cultural roots 
which can be identified as emanating from and 
connecting to the cultural heritage of Asia, and of 
South East Asia in particular. Evidence of this desire 
can now already be seen in the highly enthusiastic 
response of Singaporeans to the grand axial approach 
to the new Changi International Airport and the 
grandeur of the arrival hall. Analysis of this response 
is crucial to our understanding of the psychology of 
Singaporeans in particular and South East Asians in 
general, for without a doubt, the Changi International 
Airport has brought forth an unequivocal response, 
unparalleled by any other building. 

Changi Airport - Singapore Singaporeans identify with 
the grand axial approach to the new Changi International 
Airport and to the grandeur of the arrival hall 
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It seems that the crowds come to fulfil a sense of 
grandeur which reinforces their self image of progress 
and achievement, and satisfies some dimly 
remembered sense of majesty. Without possessing the 
unsmiling monumentality of the Versailles palace, the 
Changi Airport is a friendly giant. The fountains, 
indoor plants and aquariums give it a festive and 
sociable air which strikes a sympathetic chord in the 
South East Asian consciousness. The other project 
which has brought out enthusiastic response (in 
Singapore) is the Benjamin Sheares Viaduct at 
Marina City The bridge evokes technological 
prowess, power and progress. It is a source of pride to 
the extent that newly married couples will risk heavy 
traffic fines to have their photographs taken from it 
with city skyline in the background. 

An explanation of the public enthusiasm for these 
structures may be that they touch sympathetic chords 
in the following areas of the sub-conscious:-
. The friendly giant concept. 
. Axiality and centrality. 

Benjamin Sheares Bridge - SingapOle This project has 
brought out an enthusiastic response from Singaporeans 
- it evolves technological prowess, power and progress 

The Singapore skyline 
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· Power and mastery of technology. 

So it can be said that Singapore's experience in 
building has revealed these three criteria as important 
bases for public architectural enterprises. 

Typology of different approaches in addressing the 
identity problem in architectural design 

The historically derivative approach 

In this approach there are two sub approaches: 
· Reproduction of historically relevant forms. 
· Adaptation of historically relevant forms. 

These two approaches have been successfully carried 
out in smaller projects where their scales can be 
encompassed within the traditional scale without 
severe distortion and especially when the materials 
used are also traditional materials such as stone and 
timber. There have also been less successful attempts 
using this approach when applied to large modern 
buildings. When this happens, the scale is usually 
stretched to the point where the building tends to look 
awkward and unconvincing. When it comes to high 
rise buildings, there are few traditional forms which 
can be adopted. As such, the historical derivative 
approach for high rise buildings is not applicable. 
From an artistic point of view, it is not very satisfying 
to merely reproduce a traditional form for the sake of 
identity. And a poorly executed traditionally styled 
building insults tradition and our senses. 

Dualism - the big and the small 

In facing the problem oflarge buildings, such as office 
buildings and other public commercial buildings, 
some designers have chosen not to compromise the 



Setapak Jaya - a modern kampong in Kuala Lumpur, 
the historically derivative approach 

highrise component of the project with traditional 
forms. They have accepted a modern highrise building 
juxtaposed against a traditionally styled component 
of the project Whilst this satisfies short term political 
objectives, it is doubtful as a long term artistic 
proposition. Artistically it is too convenient, allowing 
the intolerable contradiction between traditional 
forms and modern requirements to exist in limbo. It is 
a transitional approach as it were, awaiting a synthesis 
yet to come. 

Featurism 

In the face of the demand for national identity in 
architectural design, many designers have opted to 
use traditional decorative motifs applied to the facade 
of their modern buildings. This approach is even less 
convincing than the previous one. It shows that the 
designer is uncomfortable with the thought of mixng 
traditional and modern architecture as he does not 
want to compromise the functionality of his building. 

The historically transformative approach 

Many modern buildings have requirements that 
cannot be fulfilled within traditional forms, such as 
intensive multi-use highrise developments. Then there 
is no choice but to invent an architectural form and 
language that is grammatically consistent and which 
can appeal to the user of the building at his many 
levels of conscious and sub-conscious. The invention 
of such an architecture requires a total grasp of the 
science and technology of building, including the 
economics and functions. The designer must be fully 
informed of his own architectural and artistic heritage 
and have a feel for his own people and culture. 
Besides, he must have attitudes and mental skills 
capable of raising him above the mundane and the 
fashionable. 
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Architectural design must always deal with basic 
human factors within the continuity of human time. 
This approach prescribes that basic human 
perceptions are the foundations of the way we should 
shape our environment and our buildings. History 
and modern technology are but an unfolding of 
human potential and therefore are the ingredients 
which produce a contemporary architecture that is 
truly relevant. There are two basic attitudes involved. 
The first demands to resolve the contradictions of 
tradition and modernity and refuses to merely 
reproduce (inadequately) traditional forms out of 
context. The second is an equally powerful drive to 
understand the basic issues that underlie the way we 
relate to nature, people, place and time. 

Today, with the dominance of Western mass media, it 
is very easy to be misled by the kinds of concerns 
which are portrayed in the architectural press. Many 
of the ideas may have been universal validity, but the 
way in which they are portrayed, and the hidden 
priorities within, limit or bias the approach in many 
imperceptable or irrelevant ways. The significance of 
developmental issues of the Third World, which 
forms the inevitable backdrop of ideas and proposals 
remain ungrasped. 

Virtually all western liberal intellectuals cultivate a 
distaste for and therefore an ignorance of the 
dimensions of power and politics, and yet power and 
politics are the principle elements in the shaping of 
Third World societies and cultures. Architects of the 
Third World must develop a thorough understanding 
of the nature of power and the political process, for 
only then can their proposals be deeply relevant and 
historically significant. Also, power as an aesthetic 
value in architectural design strikes a sympathetic 
chord in our consciousness. 

Mental skills 

One of the most significant contributions in 
preparation for the emergence of a modern Asian 
architecture was made by two Japanese architects, 
Kurokawa and Fumihiko Maki. They have prepared 
the intellectual foundations for us. Kurokawa's main 
thrust is that we need to rediscover our intellectual 
traditions in order to see the limitations in the Western 
rational system of thought. His insistence that there is 
an intermediate zone in our thinking which is also 
reflected in the physical environments of Asian cities is 
an import~nt contribution. This view derives from the 
Buddhist concept of a neutral zone which exists 
between two polar opposites. This neutral zone is far 
from being a zone of inactivity, which is how it has 
been characterised in the Western intellectual 
tradition In the Eastern intellectual tradition, 
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however, this zone is a zone of intense concentration. 
It is a zone in which pulls in opposite directions 
temporarily cancel each other out with only an 
appearance of calm. This calm reqJlires the most 
dynamic processes to hold in balance. In the city the 
intermediate zone is the area in which life takes place, 
where transient usage, marginal economies and 
human interaction can manifest in a complex ever 
unfolding drama which characterises all Asian cities 
and which is in danger of disappearing. 

Maki's contribution is in the conception of the Asian 
city as a polycentric and layered spatial system. Th.at 
there are hidden cores layered over, which have to be 
discovered, introduces an anticipatory element in city 
planning which is totally absent in the Western town 
planning tradition. 

These two have pointed the way If we are to develop 
our own thinking we must as they suggest challenge 
the very foundations of our schooling and reexamine 
all the fundamental assumptions therein. Only when 
we can free ourselves to look at these assumptions in 
relation to our traditional and contemporary 
experience can we be prepared to invent our own 
architecture 

More mental skills 

The handling of contradictions has ancient roots in 
traditional Asian culture The characterisation of 
opposites as elements to be conquered or eliminated is 
contrary to the Oriental philosophies. It is not 
compromise that is sought but the dynamic resolution 
of opposites into a new whole This requires thorough 
knowledge of all contradicting elements with an 
emotional preparedness to entertain all of them 
without bias. 

The meditative mode 

Highly developed in all the oriental cultures, in this 
mode the mind and the senses are freed to range over 
all the facts and factors related to the design problem 
so that all of the consciousness and the sub
consciousness can merge and influence the design 
outcome. In this way, the awkwardness of a heavy 
handed conscious application of historical or 
traditional design elements can be avoided. 

The Holistic world view 

The automisation of the world for analytical purposes 
has left behind a fractured view in which elements are 
seen separately. The recovery of the traditional 
oriental world view is essential to restore a sense of 
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comprehensiveness since the dichotomy between 
nature and artificiality does not exist. In such a view 
cities and buildings will be very different from the way 
they are. Water, landscape and buildings will 
interlace. People will stroll through landscapes before 
they reach their buildings. Once in the building 
travelling vertically they will be able to view unfolding 
vistas. Places of work and residence will have nature 
close at hand so that you can reach out and touch trees 
and leaves. Residential areas will be communities with 
open spaces outside the homes. The cities will have 
quiet areas for contemplation, other areas will bustle 
with many activities, each benefiting the other. 
Transportation needs will be reduced because living 
and working will be closely interwoven 

Agenda for a modern South East Asian architecture 

In conclusion, I would like to list a number of key 
issues which I propose should form the agenda for a 
continued discussion towards evolving a more 
relevant architecture in Asia and in South East Asia in 
particular 

Geometric principles 

Of special interest in Asian architecture are the 
complex interlocking geometries of cluster human 
settlements in the form of court houses, urban 
kampongs and barrios which result in a high degree of 
social interaction. There should be studies on the 
variations of social interaction in relation to income 
classes and the use of social space in order to derive 
specific design recommendations. We should also 
explore the possibilities of three dimensional 
connective space. New forms and geometries will 
result to solve the need for the complex interlocking of 
residential and commercial space users within 
climatically adapted architectural design concepts. 

OJ special interest in Asian architecture are the complex 
inter-locking geometries oj cluster human settlements. 
Po tong Pasir - Singapore (circa 1974) 



Space use combinations 

Land use, planning policies and related concepts are 
part of an outmoded colonial framework which view 
the world as separate compartments. Chief problems 
arising from this view are the sterile single use areas of 
the city which are dead at night, and housing areas 
with insufficient facilities. We need a fresh look in 
order to achieve activity combinations which will 
revitalise city centres and housing areas. Sensitivity to 
the special quality of active areas in Asian cities will 
give clues to the quantity and type of activities which 
make these areas in Asian cities lively. We should be 
able to recreate and enhance these qualities through 
conscious planning. 

Nature 

The fabric of the city itself should form a hierarchy of 
interlinked green areas both horizontally and 
vertically so that nature is always close at hand. 

Centrality and grandeur 

To engender pride in the city and the nation there 
must be places which are so dominant in form that they 
become centres of public focus. These centres should 
be reinforced by the correct combination of activities 
which appeal to a broad cross section of the 

To engender pride in the city and the nation there must be 
places so dominant in form that they become centres of 
public focus K K Sri laya, a town centre in Sabah. 
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population so that they habituate these centres out of 
need and for enjoyment. These centres should 
therefore be grand so as to uplift the spirits of these 
people. 

Speed and visible change 

The very essence of development in developing 
countries is speed. Visible changes must be seen to be 
taking place in order to convince people that progress 
and change is inevitable, for without such a change in 
perception the process of development is a great deal 
more difficult. The problem is how to use speed 
creatively without letting quality suffer. We need 
methods of building, detailing and implementation 
which are capable of rapid production. 

Geo-psychology and decorations 

We have had attempts to reproduce modern buildings 
in the New York and Japanese style but the creative 
stance is not to give way to this impulse uncritically. 
The combination of climatic and geographical factors 
with the heritage of cultural forms pulls against the 
simple transplantation of alien forms. Some detailed 
matters relate to this subject giving scope for 
decorative response such as: the problem of silhouette 
and outline of buildings against a hazy sky which is 
prevalent in tropical South East Asia is one. As 
buildings in this region should be shaded to produce 
more comfortable conditions, how do we design 
buildings which are in shadow to be legible 
architecturally? Can we use rain and the discharge of 
rainwater from buildings in a decorative manner 
rather than hide it with pipes within an architectural 
framework that denies the existence of heavy 
downpour. 

The use of foreign talents 

Skilled personnel from developed countries should be 
integrated into the professional environment to 
contribute their technical abilities and experience in 
construction management and detailing. However, 
their role can become more useful to us when we have 
clear ideas of our own. We must insist that the basic 
direction of the search for a South East Asian 
architecture must come from those committed to the 
internal dynamics involved. 

All photographs courtesy of Tay Kheng Soon 
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