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Kopi%ams, tradi%onal coffeeshops ubiquitous in Singapore’s landscape, emerged from humble 
beginnings catering to immigrant workers’ needs, to later serving a wider community within a post-
independence urban development framework. As the state intervened in the urban development of the 
na%on, through public housing and other ini%a%ves, it has wielded influence over no%ons of na%onal 
iden%ty, reshaping the kopi%am to align with poli%cal agendas and cultural narra%ves.  
 
This project explored how kopi%ams serve as spaces where individuals nego%ate their iden%%es in 
response to state interven%ons, societal dynamics, and economic challenges. Focusing on the 
neighbourhood of Tiong Bahru, an auto-ethnographic approach and interviews across family 
genera%ons allowed me to explore the intersec%on of history, poli%cs, nostalgia, and heritage in local 
kopi%ams. My disserta%on findings indicated that despite changing lifestyles, kopi%ams con%nue to hold 
poli%cal significance, ac%ng as space of mul%culturalism and inclusivity that facilitates complex social 
interac%ons. Amidst the backdrop of globaliza%on, kopi%ams emerge as dynamic spaces where 
individuals navigate their economic reali%es and hardships, and where collec%ve memory and iden%ty 
are formed. This research, therefore, challenges dominant narra%ves of heritage and development 
imposed by the state, reflec%ng the resilient nature of Singaporean society.  
 
 

Comment from Gabi Froden, the Illustrator:  

The idea that "food spaces" can hold such cultural significance is so fascina%ng and 
en%rely understandable. How people relate to these spaces differently depending on 
their age and background made me think that words like nostalgia, 
change and heritage are something you could consume. The stars and the moon are a 
nod to the Singaporean flag. 

  
 


