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Figure 3 The renovated Grand Mosque of Bandung with its tower. Photograph: Yulian Firdaus, 2007
Reproduced by permission of the photographer
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not, the beauty and the grandeur of the Grand Mosque of Bandung can be seen from
afar. As soon as visitors place their feet in the plaza of the mosque, they can see the
beauty of its twin towers. The towers are 81 metres high ... the tallest buildings in
Bandung... From its top visitors can enjoy the views of Bandung... Now, the tower has
become a religious tourism object that attracts many tourists. (Dinar, 2007, translated

from Indonesian)

The new alun-alun (see IFigure g) is distinct from its previous form because of the
changing physical representation and spatial relationships with its surroundings. One
major change is its integration with the Grand Mosque of Bandung, which now looks
like the Taj Mahal mosque (Pkiran Rakyat, 2003). Two-thirds of the square has become
the mosque’s plaza, and the rest is a parking area. Although it had always been located
opposite the mosque, before the latest renovation project the alun-alun had been an
independent square, a centre rather than part of something else. It was the nexus
where the everyday bustle of life — political, cultural, religious and economic — fused.
Now that it has become a part of a religious entity, it is fair to ask whether the square
can still be open to a broad spectrum of society. The mosque’s takeover of the alun-
alun 1s also an example of how religion as a symbol of righteousness is used to justify
control over public space.

Ideally, people think of central urban squares as their outdoor living rooms, where
they feel connected to their city and fellow citizens (Low, 2000; Carr et al., 1992; Webb,
1990). However, patterns of design and management that exclude some people and
reduce social and cultural diversity have existed throughout history, and these practices
reflect social inequality in civil society. As much as the Athenian agora is glorified as an
archetypal civic space (Kitto, 2003; Webb, 1990), women and slaves were excluded. In
the early twentieth century, ‘black children who went to [New York’s Central Park]
faced the taunts of white youths’, which signified how the park ‘has not always been
equally accessible to all New Yorkers” (Rosenzweig and Blackmar, 1992, 7). In some
cases this exclusion is the result of a conscious project to weed out the ‘undesirables’,
and in others it i3 a by-product of privatisation, commercialisation, historic preserva-
tion, gentrification, and other strategies of design and planning. Nonetheless, these
practices undermine the very concept of public space, which relies on the diversity of
users for its vitality and vibrancy (Mitchell, 2003). The cross-class and multicultural
uses of public space create a range of space interpretations and social constructions,"
which opens up possibilities of interactions, tensions and ever-changing territorial
markings (Chaffee, 1993, 17-18) that are the main ingredients of an active public
realm (Padawangi, 2008).

In the case of Bandung’s new alun-alun, the design might encourage more tourists
and residents to visit. Pious people, who previously were hesitant to visit the square

12 On the social construction of space, see Low, 2000.
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because of its infamous reputation, can now sit there without feeling ashamed or
unsafe. Less than a decade ago, the alun-alun was notorious for the nocturnal activities
of its sex workers and their customers. Some Bandung residents see this transforma-
tion from ‘sexual’ to ‘religious’ as a positive thing.

For some, such as g2-year-old Asep Romli, the transformation is not beneficial.
Asep 1s a vendor of bottled drinks and cigarettes in front of the fountain on the west
side of the alun-alun. As someone who earns a living there night and day, Asep sees the
night workers as sources of his income: ‘I sell things to ordinary people during the day,
but at night my customers are sex workers. Well, for me they are just customers. What
matters to me most is that what I do is not something my religion forbids’ (Suwarni,
2005).

In 2000, when the renovation of the mosque and the square started, Asep and
dozens of sex workers lost their livings. Currently, Asep rents a room in a narrow alley
somewhere in downtown Bandung and has moved his small business to the eastern
side of the square. Just like the majority of Bandung residents, Asep is a Muslim.
But, as with other Indonesian Muslims, Islam is not his only identity. He is also an
Indonesian, a Sundanese, a husband and a father who tries his best to be a responsible
provider for his family. He has a right to the city, and to the square, as do other street
vendors, sex workers and other residents of Bandung.

The transformation of the alun-alun into a religious square is an attempt to cut
corners; to make urban social problems invisible without curing them. Prostitution
is an easy target; it distracts the public from other social problems. To city authori-
ties, eliminating eyesores such as prostitutes and street vendors is an effective way to
improve the city; to cleanse it, as if the violation of moral codes is the only explanation
for the declining quality of life. In reality, the informal sector is part and parcel of
urban public spaces, but the marginalised lack the ability to influence policies.

This article does not claim that prostitution is ‘better’ than religious activities,
or that prostitutes and street vendors are more important than religious people and
tourists. However, it does argue that each and every urban-dweller has a right to
the city, and that the shared nature of public space in the city should bring people
of diverse ways of life together, thus subverting simple systems of social control. In
fact, elite notions of the modern, ordered city depend upon a large body of poor
and marginalised labourers to maintain physical appearances and to service leisured
lifestyles. For the men and women who earn their livelihoods working in public spaces
as street-sweepers, vendors, night-guards, gardeners, shoe-shiners, newspaper hawkers,
porters, domestic servants or even prostitutes, city life embodies other experiences,
agendas and aspirations.
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Eliminating personal (hi)stories, unifying authority

Monuments [and historic sites] are human landmarks which men have created as
symbols for their deals, their aims and for their actions. Monuments [and historic
sites] have to satisfy the external demand of the people for translation of their collec-
tive force into symbols. (Sert et al., 1958, 48)

Bandung’s alun-alun is important not only to street vendors and sex workers. Nearly
every Bandung resident has his or her own memory of the alun-alun. For some, it
was a place to hang out and chat with friends. For others, it holds various nostalgic
memories: cultural, social, political or even romantic."

Redefining and preserving the quality of public spaces is one way for citizens
to connect with their city and their community. The sustainability of public spaces
depends on what kind of connection people have with it. ‘Physical reminders provide
a sense of place attachment, continuity and connectedness... that plays a significant
role... in our “place-identity” or “cultural identity” as members of families or ethnic
groups’ (Low, 2000, 245). Achmad Tardiyana, an urban designer in Bandung, remem-
bered the alun-alun as the centre of Independence Day celebrations; he also remem-
bered playing football there when it was still an open grass field (Padawangi, 2000).
The more people see the relevance in the public space, the more they are connected
to that space. In the Bandung-based Pikiran Rakyat newspaper, an article by Aam
Permana (2005, translated from Indonesian) said that ‘the huge space called alun-alun
in front of the West Java Grand Mosque seems to have been eradicated.” The new
alun-alun does not present local people’s (hi)stories in the space, but has become a
place-breaking gesture removing physical representations of past memories to build a
completely new religious tourism site.

Regrettably, most historic and monumental sites, by definition, are permanent
lasting structures with a unifying authority: one truth, one history, one memory, one
ideology, one identity. Authorities build monuments to preserve values deemed impor-
tant in society, regardless of whether the values represent the actual aspirations of
the people. This brings Friedmann (2007) to claim that monumental sites cannot be
places, because the role of the state is so strong that it dominates the people’s voices.
According to one of the architects, the rebuilding of alun-alun was supposed to provide
a symbol that the city could be proud of, and the 81-metre towers (see Figure 3)
enable tourists to see Bandung from above (Padawangi, 2006). These aims have been
achieved; according to a report by Radio Mustika, a local radio station in Bandung,
the new Grand Mosque had been crowded with visitors since the completion of its
renovation. The towers have become a popular attraction; a junior high student from
a local Islamic school claimed that he visited them almost every day with friends, and
tourists are delighted with the views of Bandung (Radio Mustika, 2008). However, the

13 Based on various interviews conducted in June-July 2007 and July-August 2008 by Merlyna Lim.
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new design assumes a homogeneous and universal vision of a religious alun-alun; since
the universality and homogeneity of the public 1s a myth (Mitchell, 2003), the alun-alun
has become a socially unjust space that has alienated certain groups.

For me, it is not that [the new alun-alun] is less comfortable, but it is less public when
compared to the old one. In the past I felt that I had the right to use the alun-alun.
I could just hang out there drinking my bottled tea... Now it feels like it belongs to
the mosque. I do not feel it is appropriate to just hang out there. (Abi-ha-ha cited in
Firdaus, 2007, translated from Indonesian)

The shadow of the twin towers of the Grand Mosque, the splashing water of wudhu
fountains and the sound of the azan'* define the communal authority of one kind of
identity while simultaneously obscuring personal experiences.

Conclusions

The rebuilding of the alun-alun has wiped out marginalised groups and alienated
locals. Conflicts of interests among civil society groups over how the alun-alun should
develop reflected the importance of the place, but the marginalised had few oppor-
tunities to voice their aspirations. The Bandung Heritage Association is one of the
main civil society groups that were disappointed by the authorities’ decision to carry
out a religious renovation. However, at least the association was able to participate in
the formal debate to decide the future of the alun-alun, unlike street vendors and sex
workers who were unable to affect decision-making about their public space.

Although Indonesian politics separate religion from the state, religious ideology
provides ways to pursue a sholeh (holy) Indonesian society, free from Western
phenomena such as Playboy magazine. Religion’s central role in defining justice and
decency throughout Indonesian society translates into the beautification of urban
space as a perceived cure for urban problems. Yet this type of physical change in
the cityscape denies the actual social problems caused by capitalism: gaps in wealth
and education that drive the marginalised to make their living through the informal
economy. Rather than solving the urban problems previously visible in that space,
the new alun-alun simply displaced them. The way in which the remodelled alun-alun
represented religious virtues instead of prostitution became more important than the
space itself. The remodelling is a civil society-initiated project, but it satisfies some
groups in civil society while alienating others.

While various civil society groups have a spectrum of interests and aspirations
regarding the alun-alun, the state continues to validate its authority over urban public
spaces, especially one as central as the alun-alun. As much as state authority declined

14 'The azan or athan (Arabic) is ‘the call to pray recited before prayers commence; it is done to make people aware

that the prayer is going to begin’ (Islamic Dictionary, 2008).
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after Suharto’s dictatorship ended in 1998, the state remains the actor that controls
decision making with regard to public urban spaces. The 1998 Reform Movement
brought a legitimacy crisis, which caused the state to become an opportunist actor
that would side with other actors (civil society groups and private sector interests) in
the decision-making process. The shift from a repressive to an opportunist state gives
opportunities for civil society to participate in political decision making, including
decisions about urban public spaces. Compared to the pre-1998 situation, the partici-
pation of the Bandung Heritage Association, journalists and activists in the early
planning stages reflected a civil society that has grown to claim its rights over public
spaces. Whether these claims can be successful remains to be seen, but even incre-
mental changes towards participatory planning are meaningful steps.

The city 1s a place where difference thrives, and so the right of various people
and groups to inhabit the city i1s always a cause of struggle. Different people with
different projects struggle with one another over the shape of the city, the terms of
access to the public realm, and even rights to citizenship. The new alun-alun is an
example of how the state and religious groups in civil society can work to change the
built environment, overshadowing the prevalence of the market on the site through
religion.

The new space imposed a homogenised order, denying the existing bricolage of
polarised images in urban spaces. Civil society is an important dimension and should
be included in place-making processes, especially for spaces as public as the alun-alun.
However, rather than simply celebrating the role of civil society, it is important to
recognise it as complex entity that represents differences. The case of Bandung’s alun-
alun shows that while one civil society group was able to exercise control over the space
and re-enforce its identities and values, others struggle to claim their rights to the city.
The challenge is to maintain the plural public realm by translating the differences of
civil society into the shared nature of public space in the city. While it is impossible
to achieve an ideal public space, an alun-alun that represents more than just one kind
of cultural image — more than just a certain religion — where people from different
religions and cultures can sit down without feeling out of place, is definitely more
desirable.
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