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In the 21st century, multilingualism emerges as a phenomenon that 

affects and challenges the circle of communication and information. Nordquist 

(2015) defined multilingualism as the knowledge and ability of a speaker to use 

and communicate in three or more languages. Given this dramatic prominence 

of multilingualism, attention to the fast-growing presence of signages were 

developed. These visual displays are seen as potential pieces of evidence of 

the linguistic, cultural, and contextual contexts of a certain city, region, or 

country. Eventually, numerous scholars suddenly become interested in 

studying multilingualism by studying its use and roles in sociolinguistic 

contexts. 

Specifically, numerous scholars introduce one concrete and possible 

way to investigate the languages in context which is dubbed as linguistic 

landscapes (LL). As a new development, LL is gradually gaining a massive 

attention in various disciplines such as sociolinguistics, applied linguistics, 

psychology, among others. The study of linguistic landscape is not just 

concentrated on the explicit display of written language but also studies multi-

modal, semiotic, visual, oral elements and others. Hence, scholarly attentions 

were brought to studying different signs and even to its other types that were 

brought by the technological developments. 
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Backhaus (2007) explained that LL is “a relatively young sociolinguistic 

subdiscipline for which few theoretical preliminaries have been developed so 

far” (p. 3). However, various labels have been proposed for LL such as 

“environmental print” (Huebner 2006), “the decorum of the public life” (Rafael 

et al. 2006), “multilingual cityscape” (Gorter, 2006), and “semiotic landscape” 

(Jaworski & Thurlow 2010). 

One of the earliest LL definitions was provided by Landry and Bourhis 

(1997) who reasoned out that linguistic landscape includes, “The language of 

public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, 

commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings combines 

to form the linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban 

agglomeration.” Accordingly, LL of a territory can functionally serve as either 

informational or symbolic. 

Based on various studies on linguistic landscapes, the concept is also 

labeled in various names. For instance, Gorter (2006) tags it as “multimodal 

landscape” to means that the signs were situated in urban settings where the 

language is studied most often. On the other hand, Scollon and Scollon-Wong 

(2003) names it as “geosemiotics” to refer to the connotative meanings of signs 

and its relevance to the world. Accordingly, meanings can be generated by 

investigating the locale where the sign was placed and the manner as to how 

the sign was placed. Hence, it rationalizes that the meanings behind the public 
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signs are only revealed if these signs are situated under certain social and 

cultural contexts. It also goes to explain that as visual displays, the designs and 

layouts should be considered. 

In light of further developments relevant to this interest, Ben-Rafael et 

al. (2006) believed that LL denotes the “linguistic objects that mark the public 

space”; Spolsky (2020) forwarded the term “linguistic cityscape” instead 

considering the urban settings; and Jaworski and Thurlow (2010) who 

proposed the word “semiotic landscape” to mean “the interaction of language, 

visual discourse, spatial practice and social changes brought about by the trend 

of globalization in public space with visible inscription made through explicit 

human interaction and meaning making.” 

In the lens of LL studies, Scollon and Scollon-Wong (2003) further 

stresses that studying the language/s being used by the signs can reveal the 

community in which the language is used, that is, geopolitical associations. 

Moreover, the language/s inscribed on the signs can reveal the socio-cultural 

identities that may or may not be related to the place where they are located 

which is called as “sociocultural associations.” 

It should be understood that in the context of linguistic landscapes, the 

languages used in different signs posted in public spheres should be 

scrutinized, and thus, should be visible to the people for information and 

awareness (Bourhis & Landry, 2002). This thought is congruent with the 

insights posited by other scholars who believe that: “rather than reflect[ing] 
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the vitality of their respective language communities and the extent of 

language use, the publicly displayed texts which make up the LL may provide 

evidence—to be understood in contexts—of power relationships between 

languages (or rather, the groups who ‘own’ those languages) and policies 

designed to manage and control just those relationships” (Sebba, 2010, p. 62). 

Meanwhile, in as far as the signs are concerned, two classifications of 

signs are being forwarded. The first type of sign is called as the “top-down” 

signs or commonly known as the public signs. These signs contain official or 

institutional messages that were decreed by a community’s governmental or 

political actors which include ordinances, policies, and other public 

announcements. In contrast, the second type of sign is dubbed as “bottom-up” 

signs or commonly known as the private signs. Clearly, these visual displays 

are the made by commercial actors like businessmen to refer to enterprises like 

shops, cafes, market, and others. 

In the course of linguistic landscape studies, it is presumed by scholars 

and theorists that the signs may either be monolingual or multilingual in nature. 

However, while pure monolingual signs were visible during the ancient times 

as explained by Gorter and Cenoz (2017), it is laborious to find this kind in the 

current time. The valid reason for this is the fact that nations instituted the 

English language as the world’s lingua franca or medium of international 

communication amidst the age of globalization and modernization. Over time, 

the global language flexibly and fluidly spread across the various parts of the 
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world and surprisingly, influenced the markets to name the products and 

services with international labels and slogans. Hence, the in-trend signs subject 

to the studies of linguistic landscapes are those that are multilingual in nature. 

As per the location or space of the signs, most scholarly studies in this field 

focuses on the urban settings and specifically on commercial establishments 

like shops, markets, and others that definitely install visual displays. 

Whether fixed or mobile, analysis of public texts should consider the 

underlying contexts (Sebba, 2010, p. 73). As said by Pavlenko (2009), 

linguistics landscapes are analyzed based on the “frequency with which a 

language appears, the ordering of the language in a bilingual or multilingual 

context, the relationship between presumed translation equivalents, the 

prominence of a particular language such as order, size of the letter, color, 

locations, as well as the mobility of signs.” 

Additionally, LL is generally understood to serve in various purposes 

which include either a description and analysis of the language situation in a 

certain country like the Sciriha and Vassall’s study on Malta in 2001 or for the 

presence and use of many languages in a larger territory like the study of 

Kreslins on the Baltic area in 2003. This explains that linguistic landscapes is 

perceived to be being driven by political and sociolinguistic motivations. In fact, 

Spolsky and Cooper (1991) asserted that linguistic landscapes are being 

utilized by political leaders and other high-profile personalities to instill power, 

that is, by controlling the languages used in the signs. Further, if not for 

political 
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pursuits, the same researchers attest that linguistic landscapes are being 

used by others to claim solidarity or identity, that is, perceiving the language in 

the signs as a statement of one’s own identity. Apparently, the use of English 

is associated to prestige and power (Phillipson, 2003) and which becomes a 

more interesting LL study when studied under bilingual and multilingual 

circumstances. 

Traditionally, linguistic landscape studies focus on bilingual or 

multilingual signs to “insights about multilingualism and language contact” 

(Backhaus, 2007, p. 1) within geographical spaces such as countries 

(Coupland, 2010; Macalister, 2010; Sloboda, 2009), cities (Barni et al., 2010) 

or neighborhoods (Papen, 2012), or a combination of the three. 

This situation is aligned to the argument of Gorter (2008) that the 

language is around us, “displayed on shop windows, commercial signs, 

posters, official notices, traffic signs, among others.” He furthered the 

discussion by pointing out that LL has to do with sign coding scheme with 

concentrates on language appearance on the signs, placement of the signs, 

the sizes of scripts, number of languages on each sign, sequence of 

languages on bilingual or multilingual signs. This is synonymous to the Place 

Semiotics Theory that was pioneered by Scollon and Scollon (2003) which is 

covered in the succeeding discussions of this paper. 

This conviction leads to the understanding that the linguistic elements 

may constitute as a sound basis for a systematic study in uncovering social 
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realities when taken as a whole within a given setting. Studies on linguistic 

landscapes become more interesting since we are in the age of modernity in 

which the continuous emergence of new institutions, commercial activities, 

professional identities, and demographic developments are noticeable. 

Moreover, Cenoz and Gorter (2006) reasoned out that LL supports the 

understanding of sociolinguistic context because people rationalize the visual 

information they encounter. Further, the language being used in the signs 

impact the people’s perception of the statuses of languages as well as their 

linguistic behavior. Thus, the LL influences the people’s language use or 

language choice. Apart from this, Landry and Bourhis (1997) interpreted the 

quantity of signs may indicate the prominence of dominance of the languages 

in a community. In simplest words, it is possible that one can find out which 

language in the community is more dominant or prominent and which language 

is less dominant or prominent. Not only that, analyzing and interpreting the 

visual displays may also enlighten the people about the underlying reasons, 

factors, or impacts of such linguistic phenomenon or behavior. Connected to 

this, Fleitas (2003) explained that sometimes the meaning of linguistic 

landscape is extended to include the history of languages or our awareness 

of them. Specifically, linguistic landscapes can refer to the parts of the 

language and elements like vocabulary, as well as generally the words being 

used for communication. 

GSJ: Volume 11, Issue 7, July 2023 
ISSN 2320-9186 1215

GSJ© 2023 
www.globalscientificjournal.com



Page 8 of 14 

 

 

Supported by ample literatures, the study of linguistic landscapes is 

more interesting in bilingual and multilingual settings which are prominent in 

urban settings like shops or markets. While the linguistic landscapes inform us 

about the sociolinguistic context and how the languages are being used in a 

community, they also clarify the official language policies instituted in a 

community and how they, in reality, are being reinforced or implemented. This 

realization also paves way to understanding that linguistic landscape studies 

can be concentrated to either the “top-down” or “bottom-up” signs, or both 

which great body of studies have shown. To reiterate, top-down signs are 

‘government’ signs which reflect a specific laguage policy such as official 

signs for street names, road signs, names of establishments, names of 

streets, and others. Whereas, bottom-up signs are private signs such as the 

signs on shops, advertising, and private offices. 

Recent studies have proven that top-down and bottom-up signs are 

different from each other. Pieces of evidence include the study Rafael, et al in 

2006. One of the noticeable differences among these said signs is the use of 

English (Cenoz & Gorter, 2006). Supported by the idea of Landry and Bourhis 

(1997), it is presumed that bottom-up or the private signs are more diverse, 

and thus, more prescribed object for linguistic landscaping. 

For instance, in business contexts which include the marketplace, the 

linguistic choices of the shop owners are being influenced by business types. 

In Turkey, Selvi (2016) reported that English language almost had no 
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occurrences among the various business types that include salons, 

restaurants, coffee shops, and electronic stores were more prone to the use of 

English’. Whereas, the global language has no traces on the stalls being used 

by commercial domains and even non-government organizations. 

Meanwhile, Dimova (2007) revealed that shop signs in 

Macedonia manifested varying degrees of frequency on the use of English 

language on internet shops, bars, boutiques, restaurants, and barber shops, 

bakeries, and groceries. In the same study, no traces of the English language 

appeared in the shop signs of butchers and pharmacies (p. 21). In Pakistan, 

Manan et al. (2017) found that the entrepreneurs recognize ‘the flexibility of 

the English language’, which enables them to ‘provide meaningful description 

to every modern technological product or service’ (p. 661). 

Clearly, global and local markets serve as sound locales in the 

investigation of language uses in commercial domains. Piller (2003) affirmed 

that English language is the most frequently-used language in advertising in 

non-English-speaking markets, apart from the community’s local language. 

One of the potential reasons for this language use is the fact that the English 

language is perceived by the businessmen as instrumental in associating the 

products with a social stereotype of modernity, progress, and globalization. 

Moreover, Piller (2003) also revealed circumstances that the English 

language is frequently mixed with one or more local languages to combine 

features of globalization and localization. Another significant motive behind 

these 
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situations is that, the advertisers use particular languages in order to establish 

clients’ comprehension of the contents, that is, clarity of the messages and 

senseful grasp of the emotions. 

Meanwhile, the presence of English in LLs becomes a definite 

manifestation of a globalization and which was bannered by various studies. 

For example, the extensive use of the international language was manifested 

on the findings of Ben Rafael eta al., (2006), Backhaus (2006), Huebner (2006), 

Cenoz & Gorter (2006), and among others. With the dominance of the English 

language on the signs, it only proves that its spread is somehow affected by 

LLs. 

Apart from the English language, signs can also showcase 

multilinguistic nature, that is, through the use of different languages. In fact, 

the same conclusion is reported in two studies conducted in Asia specifically 

the studies of Huebner (2006), Backhaus (2006) who analyzed bilingual and 

multilingual signs, and Cenoz & Gorter (2006) who learned that Ljouwert- 

Leeuwarden were bilingual or multilingual areas. 

Still relevant to the study on bilingual or multilingual signs, Cenoz and 

Gorter (2006) discovered that between the Frisian and Basque languages, 

the former is the first language in only 2%, while the latter is used in 28% of all 

cases. Considering the emergence of international communications, the use 

of the English language serves as almost the reverse. 
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Apart from the global scope, studying linguistic landscapes in our own 

setting such as the Philippines is undeniably a most-sought and look-forward- 

to study especially in the status quo. As a linguistically and culturally-diverse 

nation, Philippines has two official languages namely the Filipino (based on 

Tagalog) and the English languages which are used as the official media-of- 

instruction in schools. In addition, the country recognizes 14 major languages 

as mother tongues of Filipinos namely Tagalog, Cebuano, Ilocano, 

Hiligaynon/Ilonggo, Bikol, Waray, Kapampangan, Boholano, Pangasinense, 

Meranao, Maguindanao, Tausug, English, and Chinese (which encompasses 

the Hokkien dialect spoken by the Filipino-Chinese, putonghua, and other 

dialects) (Hau & Tinio, 2003). Further, many researchers such as Kaplan and 

Baldauf, Grimes and Grimes, McFarland, and Dutcher claim that there are 

between 120– 168 languages spoken in the country (Dekker & Young, 2005, 

p. 182), while Ethnologue (n.d.) lists as many as 183 living languages in the 

Philippines. Generally, Philippines is known as a multilingual nation, that is, 

for the existence of several languages. Tupas and Martin (2007) noted that the 

multilingual nature of the country remains embedded in a complex web of 

political, sociocultural and economic ideologies. 

While more and more Philippine-based linguistic landscape studies are 

being cultivated, ample guiding frameworks in the conduct of such study are 

also being introduced. Basically, one of the most common theory the guides 
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linguistic landscape studies is the Place Semiotic Theory which was founded 

by Scollon and Scollon in 2003. 

Accordingly, the said theory posits the understanding that the 

importance of a particular language in the community can be gauged by 

investigating the position of the said language on the bilingual or multilingual 

sign. Moreover, the theory believes that richer understanding of the said 

language can be acquired by studying the characteristics of signs such as the 

typefaces, color of prints, and size of letters may contribute to the importance 

attached to a particular language. 

To add, the Place Semiotic theory is aligned to the argument of Gorter 

(2008) that language is around us, “displayed on shop windows, commercial 

signs, posters, official notices, traffic signs, among others.” He furthered the 

discussion by pointing out that linguistic landscape has to do with sign coding 

scheme with concentrates on how languages appear on the signs, the location 

of the signs, the font sizes, number of languages used on each sign, order of 

languages on bilingual or multilingual signs. 

In context, the theory does not simply focus on public signs but also 

investigates the various social actors from the perspective of social and cultural 

realities (Gorter, 2013; Shohamy, 2015). For instance, various cities across the 

world serve as fitting places for researchers in collecting, documenting, and 

classifying language use in urban public spaces. In addition, the use of 

languages on the signs aids in the understanding of each language in a certain 
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community (Siwinaa & Prasithrathsin, 2020). Further, the framework advocates 

studies angled to those who work and reside in bilingual and multilingual places 

and how they feel about them. 

Another guiding framework is known as the Ethnolinguistic Vitality which 

was pioneered by Giles, et al in 1977. Accordingly, the framework explains a 

group's ability to preserve and protect their language and identity. In this 

cause, Ehala (2015) reasoned that the community or the people should 

continuously and intergenerationally transmit their linguistic and cultural 

practices, sustainable demography and active social organizations, social 

relationships, and commitment to its collective identity. In the words of Giles 

(1977), the vitality of the ethnolinguistic community is “as that which makes a 

group likely to behave as a distinctive and active collective entity in intergroup 

situations.” 

Apart from the conceptualization of various theories like the Place 

Semiotic theory, it is also notable that significant basic and advanced 

methodologies in linguistic landscape studies are being introduced by existing 

scholarly investigations. 

For instance, data collection and generation methods such as survey, 

mutual translation, and studying the direction of translation were once 

employed by Backhaus (2006); categorization of signs by Ben-Rafael, et al 

(2006); geospatial analysis and visualization method by Buchstaller and 

Alvanides (2017); multimodal analysis; glocal approach by Alomoush (2018); 
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coding scheme and semi-structured interviews by Sheng and Buchanan (2022); 

and others. Other notable studies on linguistic landscapes also employed 

quantitative designs (specifically frequency and percentage distribution), 

qualitative designs (specifically ethnographical method and visual, discourse, 

or textual analysis), and a combination of both designs, that is, mixed method. 

It is foreseen that in light of the continuous perpetuation of linguistic 

landscapes, wider array of theories, frameworks, and methodologies shall be 

conceived so that richer data shall be yielded. 
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