Creating the Rigbt

By Gracie Lee, Reference Librarian, Lee Kong Chian Reference Library, National Library

The poster collection is one of the special collections of the Singapore and Southeast Asian
Collections at the Lee Kong Chian Reference Library. Consisting of over 4,000 items issued or
sponsored by government departments and related agencies, the collection spans from 1969
to the present and covers a broad spectrum of topics related to Singapore. These include the
areas of language, etiquette, health, environment, reading and literacy, and the performing
arts. Collectively, these posters provide a visual record of the development of public policies
in Singapore, and of the entertainment as well as the cultural events of yesteryears.

National Campaign Posters
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The 1960s: Creating the Right
Environment for Survival

One of the most successful
campaigns implemented
during the 1960s-70s was the
"Stop at Two" population
policy. After World War I,
Singapore faced severe
shortages in food, housing
and education. Hence
voluntary family planning was
introduced by the Family
Planning Association of
Singapore to ensure
sustainable population
growth. Anti-natalist policies
continued right up to the 1960s when Singapore separated
from Malaysia. Lacking in natural resources and cut off from
its economic hinterland, the government advocated family
planning to check against overpopulation and overstraining
of resources. To this end, the Singapore Family Planning and
Population Board was established in June 1966. The Board
employed the use of publicity awareness programmes, and
a combination of incentives and disincentives to discourage
the formation of large families. The incentives and disincentives
affected the areas of housing allocation, priority in primary
school admission exercises, tax reliefs, staggered fees for
government maternity hospitals, and unrecorded paid leave
for voluntary sterilisation.
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Girl or Boy, Two is Enough

Courtesy of Family Planning and
Population Board

The Board conducted successive public awareness
programmes, which stressed the importance of family
planning. Early
campaign messages
highlighted the need
for family planning.
This later shifted to the
merits of having small
families. In around
1972, campaign
messages became
more specific, focusing
first on the two-child
family, followed by the
two-child family
regardless of the sex of
the children. These
changes are

Small Families Have More to Eat

Courtesy of Singapore Family Planning and
Population Board
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documented in posters such
as: Small Families Have More
to Eat; Small Families Have
More to spend; Small Families
Own More; Small Families Can
Live Better; Small Families
Enjoy Better Health, Happiness
is a 2-child Family; Plan a Two-
child Family, Enjoy Your
Children, Help Them Grow:
Girl or Boy, Two is Enough.

So effective was the campaign
in curbing population growth,
subsequent campaigns had to
be organised to address the
problem of negative growth.
By the 1980s, decline in population growth necessitated a
change in policy. In 1987, inclusive pronatalist policies were
implemented to encourage Singaporeans to have more
children. The slogan "Have Three or More, If You Can Afford
[t" became a common catchphrase. Posters like Children:
Life Would be Empty Without Them promoted the benefits
of having children. Recent public awareness programmes
have attempted to be less patent in its procreation drive.
The appeal for more children is broached through subtler
media messages that promote romance, love for children
and family life.

Children. Life Would Be
Empty Without Them.

Courtesy of Family Life Education
Programme, Ministry of Community
Development

The 1970s: Creating a Pleasant Physical
Environment

With the campaign aiming
to achieve sustainable
population growth in
place, the government
turned its attention to
improving the living
conditions of its citizens
during the 1970s.
Launched on 1 October
1968 by former Prime
Minister Lee Kuan Yew,
the Keep Singapore Clean
campaign was one of the
nation's longest running
public awareness
programmes. At that time,
littering was rampant and

Keep the Environment Clean
Courtesy of Ministry of The Environment
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clogged drains as well
as flies were common
sights. Also, the island
was still relying largely
on the open refuse and
night soil collection
system. Even as the
government set about
to improve the sewage
and waste disposal
infrastructure, the
month-long campaign

= sought to address the
Please Do Not Squat On The Seat littering habits of
Singaporeans by
inculcating in them a
sense of responsibility for the cleanliness of shared spaces.
The aim of the campaign was to make Singapore the cleanest
and greenest city in Asia - a place where Singaporeans would
be proud to call home, and where foreign investors would
be attracted to come. The campaign was held annually until
it merged with the Garden City Campaign to form the Clean
and Green Week in 1990. Clean and Green Week took
environment care and protection to the next level by
encouraging Singaporeans to reuse, recycle, and reduce
waste.

Courtesy of Ministry of The Environment

The Library's poster collection provides a record to some of
the publicity materials in environmental campaigns and other
public health issues managed by the Ministries of Environment
and Health. The variety is wide, ranging from noise pollution
(Please Don't Shatter Our Peace and Quiet: Let's All Share
the Joys of a Little Less Noise), bagging of refuse (Dispose
Your Refuse the Correct Way), spitting (Stop that Spitting
Habit), mosquito breeding (This Mosquito Breeding in Your
Home Can Infect You with Deadly Dengue Hemorrhagic
Fever), water conservation (Let's Not Waste Precious Water),
reusing resources (Go Green with Used Textbooks), to dirty
and smelly toilets (Please Do Not Squat on the Seat). The
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003
brought renewed attention to the importance of personal
hygiene (Let's Fight SARS Together).

In trying to get Singaporeans to change their behavior, media
messages have appealed to Singaporean's sense of ownership
(Singapore is Our Home: Let's Keep it Clean), common sense
(Bag Your Refuse, Please: It's So Simple and it Makes Sense,
Doesn't It?), and face (When You Litter, People Look at You
Differently).

1980s: Creating a Pleasant and Cohesive
Social Environment: Social Etiquette and
Language Policies

After improving the external physical environment in the
1970s, campaigns in the 1980s looked inwards - towards
the cultivation of refined and cohesive society. The Courtesy
and Speak Mandarin campaigns were two such initiatives.

With its catchy jingles and cute mascot, the Courtesy
Campaign is probably one of the campaigns most etched in
the minds of those growing up in the 1980s-90s. Unbeknown
to many, the campaign had its origins from an earlier courtesy
campaign started by the Singapore Tourist Promotion Board.
The public awareness programme, which urged Singaporeans
to be polite to tourists, caught the attention and amusement
of then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew. In his speech at the
launch of the National Courtesy Campaign on 1 June 1979,
he said, "Last year the Tourist Promotion Board launched a
courtesy campaign to
make Singaporeans
more polite to tourists.
| followed the
campaign with interest
and amusement:
interest because most
people were responsive
to the campaign;
amusement because
no one protested that
it was absurd to teach
Singaporeans to be
polite only to
tourists....Courtesy is
part of all cultivated
societies. It is a
desirable attribute in
itself. To be courteous to free spending tourists and to be
rude to fellow Singaporeans is to demean ourselves. Then
we become a despicable people, moved only by the thought
of profit." Courtesy was not only the mark of a cultivated
society, it also serves as the social lubricant that eases the
friction that arises from dense urban living.

Make Courtesy Our Way Of Life
Courtesy of Ministry of Culture

In promoting any campaign, logos, slogans and mascots are
important visual symbols that cue the public on accepted
behaviour. The Courtesy Campaign logos and mascots are
no exceptions. In the early posters, the courtesy logo adopted
was a yellow smiley smile that appears with the slogan "Make



Courtesy Our Way of Life".
The smiley face was replaced
by Singa, the Courtesy Lion
in 1982. The Courtesy
Campaign generally aimed to
imbibe neighbourliness
amongst Singaporeans, and
members of the public were
encouraged to smile (Smile,
Have a Pleasant Day), and to
perform acts of kindness for

each other (A Little Thought

Means So Much). Sometimes
a specific theme is chosen for
the year, such as punctuality
(Let's Be More Considerate,

A Small Act of Kindness
Can Give Great Reward

Courtesy of Ministry of
Communications & Information

Be Punctual) or handphone etiquette (Let's Use Handphones
With Courtesy). In 2001, the National Courtesy Campaign
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Let's Be More Considerate.
Be Punctual.

Courtesy of Singapore Courtesy Council
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Let’s Speak Mandarin
Courtesy of Promote Mandarin Council

came under the auspices
of the Singapore
Kindness Movement.

Speak Mandarin
Campaign articulated
Singapore's language
policy in the 1980s.
Launched in 1979, the
Speak Mandarin
Campaign was
established to promote
Mandarin as the lingua
franca amongst
Singaporean Chinese. It
aimed firstly to improve
communication and
social cohesion among
the various dialect
groups, and secondly to
create a Mandarin-
speaking environment to
support the country's
bilingual education
policy. Hence, early
publicity blitzes
emphasised the use of
Mandarin over dialect.
This policy is illustrated
in posters like More
Mandarin, Less Dialect:
Make it a Way of Life,
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Start with Mandarin Not Dialect and Speak More Mandarin
and Less Dialects. The economic reasons for using Mandarin
only grew in significance during the mid-1980s with the rise
of China as an economic powerhouse. In 1991, the campaign
entered a new phase when it began promoting Mandarin
to the English-educated Singaporean Chinese. Research
showed that Mandarin was fast losing ground amongst the
English-educated Chinese. To counter this trend, Mandarin
was marketed as a "cool" or hip language to the English-
educated. Far from being an unfashionable or "cheena"
language, Mandarin
opens the door for the
Singaporean Chinese
to understand his
culture and heritage,
and equips him to do
business with China.
This approach is
exemplified in posters
like Cool Conversation:
Mandarin: Use It or
Lose It, Nothing Helps
You Understand
Chinese Culture the
Way Mandarin Does,
Speak Mandarin: It
Helps; Mandarin for
Chinese Singaporeans,
More than a Language; Mandarin Helps Chinese Singaporeans
in All Facets of Life: Family, Business and Social.

Start with Mandarin not Dialect
Courtesy of Promote Mandarin Council

Other Types of Posters

Besides the well-known campaign posters described above,
the Library also carries posters on crime prevention, drugs
prevention, anti-smoking, road safety, fire safety, work safety,
AIDS prevention, dental care, mental health, healthy lifestyles,
blood donation, breastfeeding, the disabled, the elderly,
productivity, population census, total defence, tourism,
cashless transactions, savings and personal finance, and even
frozen pork! In 1985, the Primary Production Department
began phasing out pig farms in Punggol. Posters were
produced to promote the consumption of frozen pork as an
alternative.

The cultural and performing arts posters in the Library's
collection also shed interesting light on the literary and artistic
life of Singapore. Quite a number of these posters pertain
to reading and literacy. The oldest, dating back to 1969,
features the first "Festival of Books" organised by the National

29



BiblioAsia 1 | Collection Highlights

Book Development
Council. Other literacy
posters relate to the
National Reading Month,
book launches and library
promotions and
programmes. The
collection also contains a
selection of posters by local
theatre groups like
TheatreWorks, The
Necessary Stage, and the
Third Stage, a now defunct
theatre group charged
with Marxist conspiracy in
1987. The posters
advertised plays like Robert Yeo's The Eye of History and
Haresh Sharma's Off Centre. Closely related to the theatre
posters are posters on playwriting and short-story writing
competitions. The collection includes a poster on the first
National Short Story Competition organised by the Ministry
of Culture in 1982. Also documented through posters are
the various festivals held in Singapore such as art festivals,
film festivals, food
festivals, and cultural
festivals like the annual
Chingay Parade and the
River Hongbao events.
Posters were also used
to publicise
commemorative events
like the launch of new
stamps, currency notes
or the opening of MRT
stations. Aside from
campaign and event
posters, the Library also
carries a very small
selection of election
posters by the People's
Action Party, United
People's Front, and the Pertubohan Kebangsaan Melayu
Singapura (Singapore Malay National Organisation). Together,
these printed heritage enhance our appreciation of Singapore's
social, cultural and pictorial history.

The Freshness is Frozen for You

Courtesy of Primary Production Department,
Ministry of National Development

OFF GVTAE

Off Centre
Courtesy of The Necessary Stage

Accessing the Collection

The poster collection is a closed access collection and is
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available for consultation upon request at the Information
Counter located at Level 11. Library patrons may search the
poster collection through the Library's online catalogue at
http://vistaweb.nlb.gov.sg using keywords such as title,
author or subject.

Tflake care of
History Collection
R O THE MET The Library attaches
i B importance to the
R FrTI. careful handling and
b 4 < proper maintenance of

our poster collection.
Besides managing
access to the collection
through the
application process,
each poster is digitised
and then sealed in
mylar to minimise
damage from
handling.

i
Make History: Be One Of The First
To Ride The MRT

Courtesy of Mass Rapid Transit Corporation

Other Sources of Posters

In 1999, the National Library Board and then Ministry of
Information and the Arts jointly produced a CD-ROM titled
MITA Campaigns: 1979-1999. This CD-ROM, which is
available in the Library's collection, features documents,
songs, video clips and poster images from the Speak
Mandarin, Courtesy and Nation-Building campaigns. Besides
the National Library Board, sources of posters may also be
found in other government departments. The National
Archives of Singapore (http:/Awww.a20.com.sg) allows users
to view and order prints from its web catalogue. Agencies
like the Health Promotion Board, National Environment
Agency and the National Council Against Drug Abuse avail
soft copies of their posters for download from their websites.

How You Can Contribute

The poster collection at the Lee Kong Chian Reference Library
is built largely through the act of legal deposit, gifts and
donations. Though the collection currently stands at a modest
4,000 items, we continually seek to acquire and preserve
historical and cultural documents of value to future
generations of Singaporeans. As such, we welcome donations



and gifts of Singapore posters of all kinds. These include
campaign posters, event posters, movie posters, concert
posters, play posters, dance posters, political posters and
others. If you or your organisation would like to deposit your
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posters with us, please contact Ms Nazeerah Gopaul, Senior
Librarian, Professional Services at nazeerah@nlb.gov.sg. For
enquiries on our poster collection or other topics, you may
contact our reference librarians at ref@nlb.gov.sg.
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