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Research Aims

◎ This research aims to ascertain the 
discursive strategies deployed by the 
discourse producers via the Bulan Bahasa 
visual resources to achieve its aims and the 
ideologies that underpin those strategies.
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“
“… Malay has, over the years, played a less 
significant role. Today, Malay is retained as 

a national language to maintain rapport 
with neighbouring states whose lingua 

franca is also Malay, but within Singapore, it 
has a largely ceremonial function.”

(Cheah Yin Mee, 1997: 2).
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“
“…The national language still retains its symbolic, albeit 

limited, status and continues to be used in the national 
anthem, the state crest, currency notes and military 

commands. Beyond that, it is no longer the language 
heard on the streets for inter-ethnic communication as it 
used to be. Although the total number of the population 

who can speak Malay is unavailable, the language is now 
mostly limited to the home domain and in the Malay 

language classrooms in school.
(Yurni Irwati Mohamed Said, 2015: 15).
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Adapted from Yurni Irwati Mohamed Said, 2015: 14



https://www.beritaharian.sg/setempat
/pm-lee-penggunaan-bahasa-inggeris-
di-rumah-termasuk-keluarga-melayu-
terus-meningkat
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Bulan Bahasa

◎ With Malaysia – unprecedented amount of resources 
devoted to the promotion of Malay as a national 
language (Bokhorst-Heng, 1998: 163).

◎ Post-separation - March 1982 signals a shift in the 
government’s ideology when its language promotion 
efforts changed from Kempen Bulan Bahasa 
Kebangsaan to Kempen Bulan Bahasa Melayu

◎ Later renamed Bulan Bahasa in 1988 by the Malay 
Language Council Singapore
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Bulan Bahasa
◎ Initially held every two years, the Bulan Bahasa is now 

an annual event in MBMS’ calendar

◎ “The various activities of Bulan Bahasa have been 
created to promote and instil greater confidence in and 
mastery of the Malay language.” 
https://www.mbms.sg/en/bulan-buhasa/bulan-bahasa

◎ Campaign Theme
○ New theme per campaign (1988 – 2009)
○ Bahasa Kita. Gunakanlah. (2010 – 2012)
○ Ilmu, Budaya, Mesra (2013 – 2018)
○ Cita, Citra, Cinta (2019 - )
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Visual Resources

◎ A combination of visual media including posters, 
articles, still pictures, graphics – used in print or 
published online

◎ Each visual serves a particular semiotic purpose

◎ Visual  images  of all  kinds  were  increasingly  used  to 
represent  meaning,  ideas  and  feelings,  often  in  
complex  combinations  and orchestrations  with  
words,  sounds  and  movement.
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Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Critical discourse analysis (CDA) sees language 
and discourse as social practice (Fairclough, N. 
& Wodak, R., 1997)

◎ Relationship between the “producer” and 
“reader/viewer”

◎ Struggle for power, identity negotiation, 
ideological influence (Fairclough, N., 2015)



Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Grammar of Visual Design (Kress, G. & van 
Leeuwen, T. (1996)) 

○ Representational Meaning

○ Interactive Meaning

○ Compositional Meaning



Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Representational Meaning

○ Active and non-active participants (people, places & 
things)

○ Narrative (‘going-ons’) Process
◉ Transactions and reactions of participants

● Eye-lines & gestures

○ Conceptual (‘ideas’)Process
◉ Carriers of symbolic meaning

● Size, position, colour, use of lighting, subject 
of gesture



Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Representational Meaning

○ Are the participants concrete or abstract? 

○ Is it a representation of narrative (‘going-ons’) or 
conceptual (‘ideas’) processes?

○ Is there a vector in the image? (eye-line? gaze?)

○ Is the process transactive or otherwise?



“… Chinese-style arch”

“… use of strong, 
saturated tones of red blue 
and green”

“… dominance and 
insurmountable 
determinism”

(Peter Teo, 2004, 
Ideological dissonances in 
Singapore’s National 
Campaign Posters: A 
Semiotic Deconstruction)

15



◎ Concrete participants 
(letters strewn on the 
floor)

◎ Monochromatic 
colour scheme

◎ Conceptual process 
(idea of messiness, 
neglect, 
abandonment)

◎ A call to action 
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“Ambassadors of “Mandarin is 
Cool””

“To promote the new image and 
re-conceptualize representations 
of Mandarin”

“… edgy, vibrant and 
contemporary”

(Xiao Lan Curdt-Christiansen, 
2014, Planning for Development or 
Decline? Education Policy for 
Chinese Language in Singapore)

17



◎ Concrete 
participants 
(language 
ambassadors)

◎ Narrative process 
(smiling, showing 
thums up, biting 
spectacle frame, 
looking straight at 
the camera)

◎ Act of persuasion 
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◎ Abstract 
participant 
(batik motif)

◎ Use of strong, 
rich, vibrant 
colours

◎ Aesthetics and 
values of 
language and 
culture
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◎ Concrete 
participants 
(political figures 
past & present)

◎ Narrative process 
(smiling, looking 
away from the 
camera)

◎ A reflection of the 
past & vision for 
the future of ML
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Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Interactive Meaning

○ How images interact with / position viewers

○ ‘Gaze’ or ‘Contact’
◉ ‘at the camera’ or elsewhere

○ Distance
◉ Distance between the participant/s and viewers 

○ Angle
◉ Looking down, up, straight at



Critical Discourse Analysis

◎ Interactive Meaning

○ Is the gaze of the represented participants 
directed at the camera or elsewhere?

○ Distance – close, medium, long shot?

○ Are the readers looking up, looking down on 
or looking straight at the image?



◎ Close up shot of the 
letters

◎ “in your face” –
gravity of the current 
state of the language

◎ Looking down on the 
image – positioning 
readers as having the 
means/power to act 
on the situation
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◎ Close up shot of the 
ambassadors

◎ Gaze directed 
straight at the 
camera / direct eye 
contact with 
readers

◎ Close proximity 
intimate 
relationship 
exacted on the 
readers
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◎ Painting of batik 
motifs

◎ No gaze/eyeline, 
readers view 
painting directly 
(appreciation/interp
retation)

◎ Readers read about 
values that are 
related to the 
painting –
“Tanggungjawab”
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◎ Long shot of the 
political figures

◎ Public nature of 
the relationship 
with readers

◎ Garbed in Batik & 
Baju Melayu
emphasizes the 
cultural element 
tied with ML
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Critical Discourse Analysis
◎ Compositional Meaning

○ Layout and composition of the image

○ Information value
◉ Placement: ‘right-left’, ‘top-bottom’ and centrality 

○ Framing
◉ Connectedness or disconnectedness

○ Salience
◉ Foreground or background / distinct or blurred

○ Modality 
◉ Degree of ‘realness’ in the image



◎ placement at the bottom 
(“real, important, urgent” 
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 
1996))

◎ some letters more obvious 
(forgrounded) than others: 
letter ‘b’  ‘bahasa’, ‘k’ 
‘kita’,  ‘g’  ‘gunakanlah’, 
letter ‘M’ Melayu

◎ Initiative taken by the 
government to address the 
current situation
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◎ Central placement 
(what holds the 
whole message of 
the image together, 
Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 1996)

◎ Connectedness 
(one voice)

◎ Community 
familiarity
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◎ “Khairudin
Saharom, Duta 
Bahasa 2011, 
Arkitek dan
Personaliti
Media.”

◎ “Nurshin Adel 
Dzulkarnean, Duta 
Bahasa 2011. 
Pelajar dan
Penggiat Seni.” 

◎ “Dr Jazlan
Joosoph, Duta 
Bahasa 2011, 
Pakar Sakit Puan
dan Perbidanan”. 
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◎ Middle placement 
(recurring for all 
posters)

◎ Connectedness –
batik motifs for all 
posters

◎ Language learning 
through culture
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◎ Top placement 
(idealized and 
ideologically 
most salient, 
Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 1996)

◎ Connectedness –
standing close to 
each other

◎ Leadership 
exceptionalism
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Ideologies 

◎ Losing our “bilingual edge”?

◎ Malay just for culture and values learning?

◎ Government-endorsed ambassadors?

◎ Government-supported initiatives?

◎ Sustainable strategies for the next 50 years?
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