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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Study of the Linguistic Landscape 
 

The public space is the place par excellence where different languages come into 

contact. When walking around, one can often see expressions in several languages 

on shop signs, posters, in graffiti etc. Texts are especially abundant in commercial 

streets or squares, for example: 

 

Fietsen worden verwijderd  (Dutch, ‘Bicycles will be removed’) 

NEW collection     (English) 

HER PAZAR AÇI IZ...   (Turkish, ‘We are open every Sunday’) 

 

For “the visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs,” 

Landry & Bourhis (1997: 23) use the term ‘linguistic landscape’. The use of 

different languages in the linguistic landscape is one manifestation of societal 

multilingualism, and may have much to say about more general mechanisms of 

human behaviour. Landry & Bourhis’ well-known definition is the one that shall be 

used throughout in this study. 

 In recent years scholarly interest in the linguistic landscape has grown. Many 

studies on this topic have been published  among others in a special issue of the 

International Journal of Multilingualism (Gorter 2006b), in a monograph (Backhaus 

2007) and in an edited book to which 28 scholars have contributed (Shohamy & 

Gorter 2009b). Furthermore, international linguistic landscape workshops were held 

in 2008 in Tel Aviv (Israel), in 2009 in Siena (Italy), and in 2010 in Strasbourg 

(France). This development may have occurred for several reasons. Firstly, because 

of migration many cities around the world are becoming more linguistically diverse. 

Second, as a result of the globalisation process advertising is increasingly becoming 

multilingual. 1  Finally, the digital camera has made it easier to investigate the 

language on signs. Backhaus (2007) considers linguistic landscape research a 

subdiscipline of sociolinguistics. 

                                                           
1 In this dissertation the word ‘multilingual’ is used when more than one language is concerned. For 
instance, ‘multilingual signs’ include bilingual signs. 
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 This dissertation describes an investigation of the linguistic landscape which 

was carried out in the Netherlands. The study took place at two field sites. The first 

was Amsterdam, the capital of the Netherlands. Of the larger cities in the 

Netherlands, Amsterdam has the highest percentage of immigrants, who make up 

almost half of the population (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2004: 83). This 

makes it a suitable place to investigate the use of immigrant minority languages in 

the linguistic landscape. Amsterdam also attracts several million foreign tourists per 

year. The largest groups come from the United Kingdom and the United States (O+S 

Amsterdam 2006: 320). Amsterdam is thus also a good place to study the use of the 

international language English. The second field site was the Dutch province of 

Friesland. The number of immigrants and foreign tourists in this province is much 

lower than in Amsterdam, but the fact that the regional minority language Frisian is 

spoken there makes it another interesting area for research on multilingualism. A 

language policy has been developed to protect the Frisian language. Studying the 

cases of Amsterdam and Friesland from a comparative perspective may help to 

understand how differences between these multilingual settings influence the 

linguistic landscape. 

 Extra & Gorter (2001) observe that in sociolinguistics, as well as in other fields, 

amazingly few connections have been made between regional and immigrant 

minority languages. The first are defined as indigenous minority languages with a 

regional base, whereas the latter stem from abroad and lack such a base. Extra & 

Gorter stress that these different kinds of minority languages have much in common. 

Immigrant minority languages such as Turkish and Arabic have probably left their 

traces on the linguistic landscape of Amsterdam, whereas the regional minority 

language Frisian may be expected on signs in Friesland. By including both the city 

of Amsterdam and the province of Friesland as field sites, this study takes both 

kinds of minority language use into account. 

 

 

1.2 Multilingualism in the Netherlands 
 

In the Netherlands, Dutch is the official state language and the mother tongue of the 

majority of the population (Eurobarometer 2006: 7). It is far from the only language 

spoken in the country, however. Through migration, people with different linguistic 

backgrounds come in contact with one another. Almost 20 percent of the country’s 

population are immigrants (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2009a), many of 

whom have a first language that is not Dutch. It has already been mentioned in 

section 1.1 that apart from immigrant minority languages, a regional minority 
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language is also used in the Netherlands. This language, Frisian, is spoken in the 

province of Friesland and is recognized by law as an official language alongside 

Dutch. Yet another language that plays an important role in Dutch society is 

English, which has developed into the world’s major language of wider 

communication (Cenoz & Jessner 2000). 

 Public opinion on multilingualism 2  in the Netherlands is ambivalent. Some 

languages are seen as an asset, whereas others are considered a problem. On the one 

hand, being fluent in English, German or French in addition to Dutch is seen as a 

communicative resource. Some secondary schools offer bilingual education in which 

part of the lessons are taught in Dutch and part in English. This type of 

multilingualism is associated with the upper classes of society. On the other hand, 

many people do not value minority languages in the same way, even looking down 

on them in some cases. Moreover, immigrant minority languages such as Turkish 

and Arabic are considered obstacles to integration into Dutch society. While some 

Frisian is taught in primary schools in Friesland, such a provision does not exist for 

the immigrant minority languages in the Netherlands. Learning problems of 

immigrant children at school are attributed to multilingualism, and exclusive use of 

Dutch is often seen as the solution. For example, Turkenburg & Gijsberts (2007: 83-

84) claim that not only is Dutch proficiency a very important, almost necessary 

condition for being able to successfully participate and integrate in Dutch society, 

but also that it is beneficial to the language development and education of immigrant 

children if their parents speak Dutch with them. In contrast, this latter type of 

multilingualism involving minority languages is considered by many Dutch linguists 

to be an advantage. Bennis et al. (2000) have drawn up a manifesto on 

multilingualism which has been signed by roughly hundred linguists. This manifesto 

states that the fact that many children in the Netherlands are raised in another 

language or variety than Standard Dutch is a given, not a problem, and that 

education for immigrants should be multilingual. For more information on 

multilingualism in the Netherlands, the reader is referred to Nortier (2009), which 

includes a chapter on the situation in Friesland. For a short introduction, see 

Salverda (2000). 

 

 

                                                           
2 The term ‘multilingualism’ may refer both to an individual’s ability to use several languages and to the 
presence of languages in a given society. Whereas the Council of Europe (e.g. Beacco & Byram 2003) 
uses the word plurilingualism (individual) next to multilingualism (societal) to distinguish the two, 
‘multilingualism’ is used for both phenomena in this dissertation. The reason for this choice is that the 
term ‘plurilingualism’ is less common. Whether individual or societal multilingualism is intended will be 
clear from the context. 
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1.3 Outline of the Dissertation 
 

The above introductory sections serve to give a first impression of the themes dealt 

with in this dissertation. In this section an overview is given of the following 

chapters. 

 Chapter 2 provides the conceptual framework for the empirical research that 

was conducted. The concept of linguistic landscape is explained, and the linguistic 

landscape and its construction are related to several ideas from the social sciences, 

involving issues of identity, vitality and power. In order to place the present 

investigation in a wider context, previous research on language relations in the 

linguistic landscape and on language use on individual signs is discussed. Proper 

names, such as shop names and brand names, play a special role in the linguistic 

landscape. This is also discussed in Chapter 2, and after that the research questions 

are specified. They deal with the extent to which the linguistic landscape in the 

Netherlands reflects the languages spoken by the speech community and with 

factors that influence linguistic and semiotic properties of signs. 

 Linguistic landscapes are embedded in wider sociolinguistic contexts, and they 

may vary according to differences in these contexts. The sociolinguistic setting of 

the Netherlands is described in Chapter 3, focussing on multilingualism in 

Amsterdam and Friesland. Different factors are considered that may explain the 

presence or absence as well as the distribution of languages in the linguistic 

landscape. 

 In linguistic landscape research multilingual situations are analysed on the basis 

of the languages used on signs. Issues of methodology are discussed in Chapter 4. 

First, methods are reviewed that have been applied in previous research, and then 

the general methodology that was applied in the present study is described in detail. 

Signs often contain proper names. The classification of proper names by language is 

a problematic aspect of the general methodology and accordingly receives special 

attention. 

 In Chapter 5 the results of the study are presented. First, the focus is on 

differences between and within Amsterdam and Friesland. Part of the signs are 

written in more than one language. Texts may be translations of each other or texts 

in different languages may be mixed. Both of these phenomena are discussed. 

Following this, the influence of different types of actors on the signs is considered. 

The issue of proper names, which was mentioned before, returns in Chapter 5, where 

the differences between signs displaying proper names and those displaying other 

text are shown. After that, the findings are compared to the results of previous 

research. Finally, answers to the research questions are formulated and conclusions 
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drawn. The main finding is that in the linguistic landscape in Amsterdam as well as 

in Friesland, Dutch and English prevail, while immigrant and regional minority 

languages have a limited presence. Differences in the ethnolinguistic composition of 

Amsterdam and Friesland’s populations are partly reflected in differences between 

the linguistic landscapes. Factors relating to the linguistic landscape actor were 

found to influence the properties of their signs. Another important factor is the 

linguistic content of the signs. Those displaying one or more proper names, such as a 

brand name, were linguistically more diverse than signs with other text.  

 The dissertation ends with a recapitulation and discussion in Chapter 6. First, 

the study is summarized. With the outcomes of the investigation in mind, the 

concept of linguistic landscape is then related to issues of identity, vitality and 

power respectively, as introduced in Chapter 2. The chapter closes with 

recommendations for future work. 



 



  

2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

The linguistic landscape is a relatively new subject of research, and before the late 

1990s, it was paid little scholarly attention. Some early studies deserve mention, 

however. Rosenbaum et al. (1977) determined the prominence of Roman script on 

signs in a busy street in Jerusalem, Israel. Around the same time, Tulp (1978) 

investigated the geographic distribution of French and Dutch advertising billboards 

in the municipalities of greater Brussels, Belgium. About a decade later, Monnier 

(1989) conducted a survey of language use on shop signs in Montreal, Canada. In 

Quebec, the mainly francophone province in which Montreal is located, the Charter 

of the French Language (1977) prescribes the use of French, in the linguistic 

landscape as in other areas. At the time of Monnier’s study, public and commercial 

signs had to be written exclusively in French. Monnier investigated the extent to 

which language use was in line with the legal requirements (see also Backhaus 

(2007)). Calvet (1990) compared the linguistic landscapes of the French capital Paris 

and the Senegalese capital Dakar. He concluded that the languages on signs 

remained separated in Paris, while in Dakar there was more contact between them, 

and the relationship between language and script was less fixed. Spolsky & Cooper 

(1991), finally, examined language use on the signs of the Old City of Jerusalem and 

the motivations behind it. Spolsky & Cooper’s ideas are discussed in section 2.4. 

 After a seminal paper by Canadian researchers Landry & Bourhis (1997), more 

scholars became interested in the language use on signs in different multilingual 

contexts around the world. Today the linguistic landscape has been investigated 

from various perspectives, such as language policy, sociolinguistics, language 

contact and discourse analysis. Shohamy & Gorter (2009a) note that the linguistic 

landscape calls for multiple theories as it falls within a number of disciplines. 

 This chapter provides the conceptual framework for the empirical study 

conducted. First the concept of linguistic landscape is discussed in section 2.2. Then, 

in section 2.3, this concept is related to the taxonomy of ethnolinguistic vitality. 

Linguistic landscape actors are the people who give shape to the collection of texts 

in public space. Section 2.4 deals with this construction of the linguistic landscape. 

Several researchers have discussed the choice and placement of languages on signs, 
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and some of their ideas are explained in section 2.5. Proper names such as shop 

names and brand names form a special category of words in the linguistic landscape. 

They are discussed in section 2.6. After that, the research questions of the present 

study are specified in section 2.7. Finally, a summary of this chapter is given in 

section 2.8. 

 For a comprehensive overview of previous approaches to the linguistic 

landscape, the reader is referred to Backhaus (2007). The present chapter limits itself 

to those studies that are most relevant to the investigation described in later chapters. 

 

 

2.2 The Concept of Linguistic Landscape 
 

Landry & Bourhis (1997: 25) define the concept of linguistic landscape as follows: 

“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.” Or, in brief, linguistic landscape “refers to the visibility and 

salience of languages on public and commercial signs” (Landry & Bourhis 1997: 

23). 

 Although many authors quote the Landry & Bourhis definition, now well-

known, the term ‘linguistic landscape’ varies in scope from researcher to researcher. 

Ben-Rafael et al. (2006: 14) define ‘linguistic landscape’ as: “any sign or 

announcement located outside or inside a public institution or a private business in a 

given geographical location”. This definition goes beyond that given by Landry & 

Bourhis (1997) as it also encompasses signs inside buildings. For Dailey et al. 

(2005) the linguistic landscape is so comprehensive as to include not only signs 

outside and inside shops and businesses, but also a wide variety of other items such 

as advertisements sent to one’s home, the language heard when walking in one’s 

neighbourhood, the language one hears on television, and the language spoken by 

teachers in the classroom. Shohamy & Waksman (2009) are aware that their notion 

of linguistic landscape is somewhat radical. In their very broad view, it incorporates 

all possible ‘discourses’ that emerge in public spaces, including texts, images, 

objects, and placement in time and space as well as human beings. After all, they 

argue, meaning is constructed not only by language but also by other modalities. 

This dissertation limits its scope to the notion of linguistic landscape as defined by 

Landry & Bourhis (1997). 

 The term ‘linguistic landscape’ is often abbreviated as LL. Itagi & Singh (2002) 

distinguish between the noun ‘linguistic landscape’ and the gerund ‘linguistic 
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landscaping’. Backhaus (2007: 10) infers from Itagi & Singh that “the term in its 

gerund form refers to the planning and implementation of actions pertaining to 

language on signs [...], whereas the noun denotes the result of these actions”. 

Although the term ‘linguistic landscape’ is used more frequently than ‘linguistic 

landscaping’, the latter term has also been taken up by some scholars, e.g. Backhaus 

(2009), Barni & Bagna (2009) and Coulmas (2009). Backhaus and Coulmas use the 

gerund in a way similar to Itagi & Singh, whereas Barni & Bagna appear to mean 

‘studying the linguistic landscape’ by it. 

Gorter (2006a) proposes the use of the term ‘multilingual cityscape’ instead of 

‘linguistic landscape’, as the word ‘landscape’ relates to the countryside whereas 

collections of signs with texts are encountered predominantly in urban areas. 

‘Cityscape’ is indeed more precise than ‘landscape’, but ‘multilingual cityscape’ 

excludes the possibility of monolingualism in advance. Even in multilingual 

contexts it is an empirical question whether the linguistic landscape is monolingual 

or multilingual. Moreover, this new term has not really caught on among researchers 

in the field and ‘linguistic landscape’ is still very widespread (cf. Shohamy & Gorter 

2009b). For these reasons this latter term is used in the present study. 

In the linguistic literature, the term ‘linguistic landscape’ is also used in a 

broader sense to refer to a language situation. In this sense Hagen (1989: 48), for 

example, writes: “The ‘linguistic landscape’ of the Netherlands consists of a 

relatively diverse range of dialects.” Still other uses of the term are discussed by 

Gorter (2006c). In the present study the term is only used in the more specific sense 

as explained above. 

According to Landry & Bourhis, issues related to the notion of linguistic 

landscape originated in the language-planning field. In Belgium the linguistic 

landscape was first used to mark geographical territories, namely those inhabited by 

the Dutch-speaking and the French-speaking communities. Also in the Canadian 

province of Quebec the boundaries of linguistic territories were marked through the 

regulation of language use on public signs. Following Leclerc (1989), Landry & 

Bourhis make a distinction between signs placed by government agencies, for 

example the city council, and by private initiative such as companies. The 

authorities can regulate the linguistic landscape through their language policy for 

government signs. The content and the language of private signs, in contrast, are 

often seen as being part of an individual’s freedom of speech. Usually private signs 

show more linguistic diversity than government signs (Leclerc 1989, referred to by 

Landry & Bourhis 1997). However, as illustrated by the situation in Quebec 

mentioned in section 2.1, some governments impose requirements for private signs 

as well. 
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Landry & Bourhis note that the linguistic landscape has an informational and a 

symbolic function. As illustrated above with Belgium and Quebec, it can mark 

language boundaries between adjoining communities. Moreover, the prevalence of a 

particular language on signs indicates that this language can be used in public and 

private establishments. The diversity of languages present on signs can also give 

information about the sociolinguistic composition of a territory. This is the 

informational function of the linguistic landscape. The symbolic function implies 

that the presence of one’s own language on signs can contribute to the feeling that 

this language has value and status within the sociolinguistic setting. Landry & 

Bourhis show that the linguistic landscape is an important sociolinguistic factor  

distinct from other types of language contacts  contributing to the vitality of 

competing ethnolinguistic groups in multilingual contexts. 

Something that is important in a quantitative study of the linguistic landscape is 

the definition of what constitutes a sign. Backhaus (2006: 55) gives the following 

definition:  

A sign was considered to be any piece of written text within a spatially 

definable frame. The underlying definition is rather broad, including anything 

from handwritten stickers to huge commercial billboards. Also such items as 

‘push’ and ‘pull’ stickers at entrance doors, lettered foot mats or botanic 

explanation plates on trees were considered to be signs. Each sign was 

counted as one item, irrespective of its size.3  

In many linguistic landscape studies a similar definition is used, be it explicitly or 

implicitly. 

However, some researchers use a different definition, for example El-Yasin & 

Mahadin (1996: 409):  

By ‘sign’ is meant all the linguistic material written to draw attention to a 

shop, be it on a typical sign, or on a shop window, or on a moving door. All 

that pertains to the same store or shop is seen as a single sign, even where it 

is written on different sides of the shop, such as in cases of shops at corners, 

shops with more than one sign, or shops with a sign and a shop window or 

door with something written on it.  

Cenoz & Gorter (2006: 71) make a similar choice:  

[I]n the case of shops and other businesses each establishment but not each 

sign was the unit of analysis, that is, it was considered ‘one single sign’ for 

the analysis. So, when a bank or a shop had its name on the front but also a 

number of advertising posters on the windows it was considered one sign. 

                                                           
3 Although in the case of graffiti there often is no frame, this kind of text is usually also seen as a ‘sign’. 



CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 11

In the present study, Backhaus’ (2006) notion of sign is used as this enables 

more detailed analyses (see Chapter 5). However, each sign was coded on the basis 

of the establishment by which it was displayed, so it is possible to take all the signs 

of a shop together as well. This is done in section 5.8 in order to compare the 

outcomes to the results of previous research. 

 

 

2.3 Linguistic Landscape and Ethnolinguistic Vitality 
 
Linguistic landscapes do not occur in a social vacuum. Landry & Bourhis (1997) 

relate the notion of linguistic landscape to the concepts of objective and subjective 

ethnolinguistic vitality. In studies of societal multilingualism, the relative strength of 

different language communities is often an important factor influencing the use and 

maintenance of languages. Giles et al. (1977) propose a taxonomy of ethnolinguistic 

vitality, which originally forms part of a larger social psychological framework to 

explain the role of language in the relations of ethnic groups. The other components 

of that framework are Tajfel’s (1974; 1978) theory of intergroup relations and Giles’ 

(1973; Giles et al. 1977) theory of speech accommodation. Vitality has developed 

from a major concept of ethnolinguistic identity theory to an evolving theory in its 

own right (Abrams et al. 2009). 

The vitality of an ethnolinguistic group is defined as “that which makes a group 

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

(Giles et al. 1977: 308). This ethnolinguistic vitality is influenced by political, 

historical, economic and linguistic variables. Giles et al. specify these variables in a 

taxonomy which can be used to describe the context of a particular intergroup 

situation. The relative vitality of an ethnolinguistic group can be determined by 

evaluating the effects of the three main structural factors: 

 

1. Status variables: economic status, social status, sociohistorical status 

and language status. 

 

2. Demographic variables: group distribution factors (national territory, 

concentration, proportion) and group numbers factors (absolute, birth 

rate, mixed marriages, immigration, emigration). 

 

3. Institutional support variables: the extent to which a language receives 

formal and informal support in institutions such as the mass media, 

education, government services, industry, religion and culture. 
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These variables are derived from empirical literature on sociological factors 

influencing language maintenance and assimilation as reviewed in Giles et al. 

(1977). An ‘objective’ account of group vitality can be made using status, 

demographic and institutional support data from secondary sources. Giles et al. 

propose that the sociopsychological processes operating between groups in contact 

may vary based on whether these groups have a high, medium or low ethnolinguistic 

vitality. 

 Bourhis et al. (1981) point out that a group’s perceived vitality may be as 

important as the objective reality in determining intergroup behaviour, as group 

members may underestimate or exaggerate the ethnolinguistic vitality of their own 

group or other groups. Subjective ethnolinguistic vitality concerns how speakers 

perceive the relative vitality of their language community. Bourhis et al. designed a 

questionnaire to measure subjective vitality. This questionnaire includes all of the 

status, demographic and institutional support variables constituting the taxonomy of 

ethnolinguistic vitality. The authors argue that ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ vitality 

information should be combined to better account for the dynamics of inter-ethnic 

relations in multilingual settings. 

The concept of ethnolinguistic vitality has been criticised by Husband & 

Saifullah Khan (1982), who warn against adopting ‘vitality’ too readily as a proven 

and unproblematic construct. They argue that the variables constituting 

ethnolinguistic vitality are not independent of one another. Rather, variables such as 

economic status and social status are complexly related, they maintain. Husband & 

Saifullah Khan regret that there is no theory with which to conceptually examine 

these variables. Furthermore, they claim that the variables are dominant-centric, as 

the recognition of status of an ethnolinguistic community is based on criteria of the 

dominant group. Another objection they raise is that the taxonomy assumes one 

language for one ethnic group, whereas many minority groups are in fact 

multilingual. 

In reply, Johnson et al. (1983) recognise the possible existence of 

interdependences between and within the three dimensions. For example, the 

economic status of a group and its social status may influence each other. They 

admit that there is as yet no grand theory for the study of language, ethnicity and 

intergroup relations. However, they see a starting point in objective and subjective 

vitality which were in turn based on existing empirical literature. Johnson et al. 

refute the assertion that the variables are dominant-centric, stating that they take 

account of both the majority and the minority perspectives. Regarding the argument 

that many minority groups are multilingual, they point out that the subjective vitality 

questionnaire was presented as a tool that could be modified for use with 
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multilingual groups. Johnson et al. conclude that the value of their constructs and 

techniques remains to be established empirically. 

Also Extra & Ya mur (2008) point to various shortcomings of the concept of 

ethnolinguistic vitality. They state that the proposed lists of factors are neither 

exhaustive nor mutually exclusive and that different factors contribute to (the lack 

of) vitality in different ways and may even neutralise each other. Extra & Ya mur 

further object to the fact that some of the factors are personal characteristics, 

whereas others are group characteristics. Finally, the authors consider the distinction 

that Bourhis et al. (1981) found between the objective status of the factors and their 

subjective perception by minority and/or majority groups, problematic. Extra et al.’s 

(2002) alternative language vitality index is discussed in subsection 3.2.3. 

Landry & Bourhis (1997) show that the linguistic landscape can be seen not 

only as a marker of the vitality of the ethnolinguistic groups inhabiting a given area, 

but also as a factor that contributes to this vitality. They analysed data from several 

studies in which the same tests and questionnaires were used. The participants were 

2,010 francophone students in Grade 11 and Grade 12 (the final years of secondary 

education) from more than fifty schools in different provinces across Canada. In a 

factor analysis the linguistic landscape emerged as an independent factor distinct 

from other contacts with the French language or francophones, grouped in the 

factors of French schooling, French media, social network, and family network. The 

four items that constitute the linguistic landscape factor are 1) signs outside stores 

and businesses; 2) road signs, place names, street names and so on; 3) signs inside 

stores and businesses; and 4) advertising by mail such as publicity flyers and 

government information and notifications. Thus, the linguistic landscape factor 

comprises more than just signs in public space. Landry & Bourhis (1997: 41) admit 

that advertising by mail is not as clearly related to the notion of linguistic landscape 

as the first three items, but argue that “its loading on this factor makes sense because 

its advertising and informational purposes are related to the same social dynamics as 

the other types of public posting, especially commercial signs”. Later, signs inside 

shops and businesses as well as advertisements sent to one’s home were included in 

Dailey et al.’s (2005) comprehensive notion of linguistic landscape. The results of 

Landry & Bourhis’ study show that the perceived presence or absence of French in 

the Canadian linguistic landscape is strongly related to subjective francophone 

vitality. Moreover, it is related to how much the respondents use French in different 

language use domains. This suggests a carryover effect of the linguistic landscape 

on language behaviour; the presence of private and government signs written in 

one’s own language may act as a stimulus for using that language and thus 

contribute to its vitality (Landry & Bourhis 1997). 
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Kallen (2009) points out a limitation in Landry & Bourhis’ focus on language 

and territory, as they do not take account of the transience and linguistic diversity of 

tourists as an essential part of the social environment. He notes that one can hardly 

speak of the ethnolinguistic vitality of tourists. Indeed, the linguistic landscape may 

not always be revealing of the ethnolinguistic vitality of groups inhabiting a given 

area. This is clearly shown by Leeman & Modan’s (2009) study in the United States. 

They examined the linguistic landscape of Washington DC’s Chinatown, a recently 

gentrified neighbourhood. Leeman & Modan found that the new commercial 

establishments, predominantly non-Chinese-owned chains, used Chinese on their 

signs solely for its aesthetic value, targeted at people who do not read the language. 

Even the Starbucks coffee shop appeared to display a Chinese translation of its 

name, in contrast to the chain’s outlets in China, which display the company name 

only in English. Both in Washington DC’s Chinatown and in China, the language of 

the Starbucks name signs has a primarily symbolic function (Leeman & Modan 

2009). The use of languages which are not related to ethnolinguistic groups living in 

an area is overlooked in Landry & Bourhis’ approach. However, ethnolinguistic 

vitality certainly appears to have some explanatory power, and it seems useful to 

relate the composition of linguistic landscapes to the vitality of ethnolinguistic 

groups. Data on the vitality of language groups in the Netherlands is discussed in 

Chapter 3 in order to compare this data to the results of the present linguistic 

landscape study. 

 

 

2.4 The Construction of the Linguistic Landscape  

Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) criticise Landry & Bourhis for their view of the linguistic 

landscape as a given context of sociolinguistic processes and their lack of attention 

to the dynamics of the linguistic landscape and the factors which give it shape. Ben-

Rafael et al. refer to the linguistic landscape’s composition as symbolic construction 

of the public space. They also take the ‘LL-actors’ into consideration, “who 

concretely participate in the shaping of LL by ordering from others or building by 

themselves LL elements according to preferential tendencies, deliberate choices or 

policies” (Ben-Rafael et al. 2006: 27). This section deals with these linguistic 

landscape actors and their tendencies, choices and policies. 

 Edelman & Gorter (2010) mention five categories of actors that play a role in 

the construction and perception of the linguistic landscape. The first category is 

formed by the businesses that put up signs and thus ‘furnish’ the linguistic landscape 

with linguistic items. People responsible for the design, production and sale of signs 
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also form a category of actors that contribute to the way signs appear in the 

linguistic landscape. Another category consists of private persons who put up signs, 

to make announcement of an event by means of posters, for example. This category 

of actors includes the creators of graffiti, a special type of sign that also impacts the 

linguistic landscape (see also Pennycook 2009). The authorities are also actors in the 

linguistic landscape. They place signs to inform the audience where public buildings 

such as the library are located, and may determine what is acceptable in the 

linguistic landscape and what is not. The final category of actors are the passers-by 

 all those who walk by or drive along the streets and observe the signs, be it 

consciously or unconsciously. 

While Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) hint at the relative freeness and autonomy of 

private actors’ choices, Malinowski (2009) puts their intentionality into perspective, 

showing that signs may carry more or different meanings than the authors had in 

mind. He conducted interviews with Korean-American business owners in one 

neighbourhood in Oakland, California, where he aimed to uncover the owners’ 

involvement in creating their signs. Malinowski found that many of the current 

business owners had in fact played a minor or no role at all in this process. Some 

had purchased their businesses from others and continued to use the existing signs, 

and others indicated that local sign companies had played significant roles in 

designing the signs. Over half of the business owners who had designed their own 

signs explained their motivation to include English with the fact that “this is 

America”, indicating convention rather than choice. In Malinowski’s view, 

authorship in the linguistic landscape is constituted by social convention as well as 

individual intention. 

 Ben-Rafael (2009) provides a sociological framework for linguistic landscape 

research. In order to explain the diversity in the linguistic landscape and to challenge 

the impression of chaos that it may leave behind, he proposes four principles of 

structuration. These principles derive from more general sociological theories of 

social action. They are: 

 

1. Presentation of self 

2. Good reasons 

3. Power relations 

4. Collective identity 

 

For the first three principles, Ben-Rafael draws on work of sociologists Erving 

Goffman, Raymond Boudon and Pierre Bourdieu, respectively. When describing the 

fourth principle, collective identity, Ben-Rafael refers to several researchers of 
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contemporary sociocultural communities (Calhoun, Hutchinson & Smith, and Ben-

Rafael). The four principles lead to different hypotheses regarding the composition 

of the linguistic landscape. The first three of these structuration principles  

presentation of self, good reasons and power relations  were applied in Ben-

Rafael et al.’s (2006) study in Israel. The principle of collective identity is first 

described in Ben-Rafael (2009), and has not been applied to linguistic landscape 

data in previous research. 

According to the principle of presentation of self, actors in social life try to 

reach their goals by expressing their identities, for example through their linguistic 

choices. In the linguistic landscape, signs compete with one another for the attention 

of passers-by. Actors try to win this struggle by presenting advantageous images of 

themselves and by showing their uniqueness. According to Ben-Rafael, presentation 

of self may constitute the major structuring principle. It leads to the hypothesis that 

languages carrying prestige in a particular setting will be present in the linguistic 

landscape. 

As linguistic landscape actors try to influence the public, they adapt to the 

values of the audience and focus on the expected attractiveness of the signs. Because 

of these rational considerations, their choices converge. This is called the good 

reasons principle. This principle leads to the hypothesis that languages that in 

general are positively valued by the public are used in the linguistic landscape. 

Power relations refer to the extent to which actors are able to impose patterns of 

behaviour on others. Dominant groups may impose the use of a given language on 

subordinate groups, for example, which is the case when an official language is 

prescribed for signs. Regarding the composition of the linguistic landscape, this 

principle leads to the hypothesis that the language of the dominant group is used 

more than the languages of subordinate groups. 

Finally, the principle of collective identity implies that actors assert their 

particular identities, exhibiting a commitment to a given group within the general 

public. Examples of this are signs of food stores displaying the words halal or 

kosher to attract potential clients on the basis of common fellowship. This principle 

is of special interest in multicultural societies as it signals regional, ethnic or 

religious particularisms differing from the mainstream identity. The principle leads 

to the hypothesis that the languages of minority groups are present in the linguistic 

landscape. Ben-Rafael notes that the more tolerant of sociocultural differences and 

their institutionalisation a society is, the more the linguistic landscape should allow 

room for items to express particular identities. 

Ben-Rafael (2009) emphasises the difference between the presentation of self 

and the collective identity principles, which both pertain to the identity of actors. 
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According to the principle of presentation of self, actors show their uniqueness, 

whereas according to the collective identity principle, actors show their likeness to a 

part of the public. 

Ben-Rafael (2009: 47-48) notes that the four structuration principles are not 

evenly universal. He considers presentation of self and good reasons applicable to 

any present-day central urban area, whereas the extent to which collective identity 

and power relations influence the linguistic landscape remains an empirical 

question. All four principles are compatible and do not exclude one another, he 

observes. 

 Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) show how the linguistic landscape in Israel expresses 

the relations between the Jewish and the Arab population. Hebrew and Arabic are 

the official languages of Israel. Ben-Rafael et al. found empirical evidence for each 

of the structuration principles they applied: presentation of self, good reasons, and 

power relations. It appears that different pairs of languages prevail in different 

locations: Hebrew and English within the Jewish population, Hebrew and Arabic in 

localities populated by Israeli Palestinians, and Arabic and English in East-

Jerusalem, where non-Israeli Palestinians live. 

 The fact that many Arabic markers were found in East-Jerusalem supports the 

principle of presentation of self, but benefit considerations also explain the choices 

of actors in the linguistic landscape. The good reasons principle accounts for the use 

of English because of the prestige attached to this language and its attractiveness to 

tourists. Another finding which supports this principle is the predominance of 

Hebrew in Palestinian-Israeli areas, probably because the actors are interested in 

attracting the Jewish public. The finding that Hebrew has a much stronger presence 

than Arabic in the localities populated by Jews and Palestinian Israelis is evidence 

for the principle of power relations (Ben-Rafael et al. 2006). The extent to which the 

four principles impact on the linguistic landscape and how they do so remains to be 

addressed. 

 Shohamy (2006), who also discusses this study in Israel, notes that the presence 

or absence of certain languages in the public space sends both direct and indirect 

messages with regard to the centrality or the marginality of those languages in 

society. When street names appear in Hebrew, Arabic and English this may provide 

some recognition that Arabs or Arabic speakers reside in the area, but when those in 

authority use only Hebrew on street signs, even in Arab neighbourhoods and towns, 

this may imply that the Arabs are being overlooked. In that case street names are, in 

Shohamy’s view, a form of colonialism through which domination of the space is 

established. She shows that it is not only through language choice that street names 

transmit messages, but also through their content. Names such as the Zionism 
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Boulevard represent Zionist Jewish ideology and ignore ideologies of other groups 

in society. The linguistic landscape may reaffirm power relations by marking who is 

dominant and who is not, but it may also upgrade the status of certain weaker 

language groups (Shohamy 2006). In terms of Giles et al.’s (1977) taxonomy of 

ethnolinguistic vitality, the content of street names may promote the sociohistorical 

status of a group. Trumper-Hecht (2009) discusses an example of how the linguistic 

landscape can improve the status of a subordinate language group. In 2002, the 

Supreme Court in Israel ordered five Jewish-Arab mixed cities to add Arabic to all 

their public signs within five years, thus recognizing the Arab residents’ language 

rights. However, one of these cities, Upper Nazareth, has not complied with this 

order. 

 Spolsky & Cooper (1991) also address the use of languages in the linguistic 

landscape. They formulate three conditions for language choice in public signage: 

 

1. Sign-writer’s skill condition: Write signs in a language you know 

2. Presumed reader condition: Prefer to write signs in the language or 

       languages that intended readers are assumed to 

       read 

3. Symbolic value condition:  Prefer to write signs in your own language or in 

         a language with which you wish to be identified 

 

Spolsky (2009) further elaborates on these rules. The ‘sign-writer’s skill condition’ 

accounts for the fact that a certain state of literacy in a language is necessary for that 

language to be represented in the linguistic landscape. The absence of signs in a 

particular language may simply be a result of the fact that the language has no 

writing system. Spolsky emphasises that distributions of languages in speech and 

writing may be quite different. Violation of this first rule may result in idiosyncratic 

uses of English in non-English-speaking countries, for instance. The ‘presumed 

reader condition’ captures the communicative goal of signs. Signs may include the 

dominant language of an area, the language of a literate minority, or the language of 

foreign tourists. The ‘symbolic value condition’ accounts for language choice on 

signs that assert ownership, such as a sign displaying the name of a building. It can 

explain the order of languages on multilingual signs. It also accounts for the use in 

advertisements of a language that calls up certain associations with stereotypes 

about its speakers or a country. By way of illustration Spolsky mentions the choice 

of French for perfumes and Italian for foodstuffs. 

All three conditions may apply to any sign. The first is a necessary condition 

and applies to all signs. The second and third conditions are typical and graded; both 
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may apply to a single sign, but the weighting determines which has the main 

influence on the outcome. Either the ‘presumed reader condition’ or the ‘symbolic 

value condition’ will prevail. In multilingual signs the communicative goal may be 

reached by the choice of languages, whereas the order of the languages may be used 

to signal symbolic value (Spolsky 2009). 

Sometimes linguistic landscape actors violate the first rule and write signs in a 

language they do not know. A funny example is a sign on the Beijing-Taiyuan 

expressway in China displaying the Chinese word for ‘dining hall’ on the left and on 

the right the words Translate server error. Apparently, the error message of a 

translation machine was taken to be the English equivalent (Mair 2008). On the 

Internet many such instances of ‘incorrect’ translations in the linguistic landscape 

can be found. 

The great symbolic value that the presence of a particular language on signs 

may have as the recognition of an ethnolinguistic group also becomes clear when 

one considers the struggle of some groups for their language to be displayed at all. 

One example is the militant-activist group Stourm ar Brezhoneg in the French region 

of Brittany, which has fought for French-Breton signage and thus has influenced the 

road signage policy of the French government (Slone 1993). 

In many studies a distinction is made between signs placed by government 

agencies and signs placed by private persons. However, researchers differ in the 

terminology they use. Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) and Cenoz & Gorter (2006) 

differentiate between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ signs. Kallen (2009) criticises the 

use of this dichotomous spatial metaphor as being too simple. A government may 

communicate ‘top-down’ to ordinary citizens with a government notice, but a local 

shopkeeper does not necessarily communicate upwards to a government agency with 

a sign in the shop window. According to Kallen, such signs addressed to other 

private citizens are best described as horizontal. He stresses the importance of 

different power relations from that of state to citizen as well, such as the power 

exercised by a shopkeeper over the customers by putting a ‘NO ENTRANCE’ sign 

on the storeroom door. Moreover, whereas the vertical metaphor assumes consensus 

of all participants on who is at the ‘top’ and at the ‘bottom’, Kallen argues that 

authority may always be contested. Remarkably, Shohamy & Gorter (2009a) not 

only include signs placed by governments under the heading ‘top-down’, but also 

those placed by large corporations, which are private actors. Backhaus (2005b; 

2007) prefers the terms ‘in vitro’ and ‘in vivo’ signs, following Calvet (1993). These 

Latin terms stem from the field of biology. In a linguistic landscape context, ‘in 

vitro’ relates to the somewhat artificial language use of the authorities while ‘in 

vivo’ indicates the lived multilingualism. In the present study this distinction is 
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referred to as ‘government’ versus ‘private’ signs, following Leclerc (1989) and 

Landry & Bourhis (1997). These terms were chosen as they seemed the most clear. 

Irrespective of the terms used, the boundaries between the public and the private can 

be blurred. This happens, for example, when a state-owned bank is privatised, or the 

other way around, when a private bank is nationalised. 

Regulations concerning language on signs, such as a public ordinance in 

Bangkok, Thailand, which imposes a heavier tax on commercial signs that contain 

no Thai (Huebner 2009), often seem to be aimed at confining the use of English. 

The prevalent use of English as an international language, which has often been 

related to the process of globalisation, is strikingly similar across the results of 

linguistic landscape studies in different parts of the world. In Leeuwarden 

(Friesland, the Netherlands) and San Sebastian (Basque Country, Spain), English is 

the language of international communication, whereas languages such as German 

and French are found only marginally (Cenoz & Gorter 2006). That the process of 

globalisation does not promote the use of other languages is also obvious from 

Schlick’s (2003) findings in London, where the fact that English is the national 

language does not lead to larger shares of French or Italian on the signs, as 

compared to other European cities in her sample. Many scholars report phenomena 

of language contact between English and national languages. For example, Huebner 

(2006) notes that English influences the development of Thai on the levels of syntax, 

lexicon, phonology and orthography. In one instance, he shows that Thai modifier-

head word order is affected by the use of English words. 

In Chapters 5 and 6 it is shown how the ideas on linguistic landscape actors and 

their tendencies, choices and policies as discussed in this section apply to the data of 

the empirical study that was conducted. 

 

 

2.5 Language Use on Individual Signs 
 

Relationships between language groups may be expressed not only in the linguistic 

landscape as a whole, but also on individual signs. Several researchers have tried to 

characterise the choice and placement of languages on signs. The ideas of Reh 

(2004), Sebba (2007) and Scollon & Scollon (2003) are discussed here, respectively. 

Reh (2004) gives a typology to facilitate the systematic documentation and 

analysis of multilingual writing as encountered in the streets. Of the three 

parameters that she proposes, the third is the most interesting in the context of the 

present study as it is helpful in the analysis of multilingual signs. This parameter 

relates to the way in which information is arranged in a multilingual text. Four main 
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types of arrangement are distinguished: duplicating, fragmentary, overlapping and 

complementary. Duplicating multilingual writing means that exactly the same text is 

presented in more than one language. Fragmentary multilingualism refers to 

multilingual texts in which the full information is given only in one language, but in 

which selected parts have been translated into one or more additional languages. The 

term ‘overlapping multilingual writing’ is used if part of the information is given in 

two or more languages, and in all the languages also different pieces of additional 

information are given. In this case the content of the texts in the different languages 

may simply overlap, or the content may be identical although the speech acts are 

not. Reh illustrates this latter type of overlapping multilingual writing with a 

pharmacy signpost that says DRUG SHOP in English and WIL YAT in the local 

language Lwo, meaning ‘Buy medicine’. Finally, texts in which different parts of 

the overall information are each rendered in a different language display 

complementary multilingualism. The last two types of multilingual text presuppose 

multilingual readers since knowledge of all the languages involved is necessary to 

understand the whole message. Reh found that in the case of English-Lwo 

inscriptions on buildings, signposts and posters in public places in Lira (Uganda), 

examples of complementary and overlapping multilingualism were much more 

frequent than those of duplicating or fragmentary multilingualism. According to Reh 

(2004: 38), the analysis of multilingual text types and their communicative functions 

enables conclusions to be drawn “regarding, among other factors, the social layering 

of the community, the relative status of the various societal segments, and the 

dominant cultural ideals of the community”. 

Sebba (2007) also looks into multilingual texts. He distinguishes between 

‘parallel’ and ‘complementary’ mixed-language texts. In parallel texts the same 

information is given in two or more languages, whereas in complementary texts two 

or more languages are used, but the texts are not translations of each other. Sebba’s 

notion of parallel mixed-language texts corresponds to Reh’s duplicating 

multilingual writing. They use the term ‘complementary’ in the same way. Sebba 

notes that some texts include both types as sub-texts. In these cases Reh refers to 

fragmentary or overlapping multilingual writing. According to Sebba, parallel 

multilingual texts often have a monolingual audience design, i.e., they are meant for 

monolingual readers, whereas complementary multilingual texts have a multilingual 

audience design; they are meant for multilingual readers. This idea is similar to 

Reh’s observation that overlapping and complementary multilingual texts 

presuppose multilingual readers. Sebba (2007) remarks that in mixed-language texts, 

the part of the text in one language is part of the context for the other language and 

vice versa. 
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Scollon & Scollon (2003) discuss the semiotics of signs. The fact that the texts 

in different languages on multilingual signs cannot be located simultaneously in the 

same place produces a system of preference. Scollon & Scollon observe that in the 

case of languages with a writing direction from left to right there are usually three 

possibilities. If the languages are aligned vertically, the preferred code is located 

above the secondary code. If they are aligned horizontally, the preferred code is 

located in the left position and the secondary code is placed in the right position. The 

third possibility is that the preferred code is located in the centre and the secondary 

code is placed on the margins of the sign. Scollon & Scollon note that this code-

preference system can be played off against salience. This is the case when the 

language in the lower position is written in larger letters than the language in the 

upper position, for example. Similarly, Huebner (2006) remarks that determining 

language prominence in a sign can be problematic, as text placement and font size 

can be offset by other features, particularly colour, images and amount of text. 

Scollon & Scollon admit that they do not have solid evidence about placement of 

languages that are written from right to left such as Arabic, or about how code 

preference is shown when languages with opposite writing directions are involved, 

such as Arabic and English. 

According to Scollon & Scollon (2003), the language on a sign can either index 

the community within which it is used, for example an Arabic-speaking community, 

or it can symbolise something about the product or business that has nothing to do 

with the place it is located, for example that a certain establishment is a Chinese 

restaurant because there is Chinese writing in the sign. Scollon & Scollon call the 

first case ‘geopolitical indexing’ and the second ‘symbolization based on 

sociocultural associations’. English can be used to symbolise foreign taste and 

manners, rather than to index an English-speaking community. Backhaus (2007: 58) 

remarks that all signs are in fact related to the circumstances of their emplacement 

through indexicality. Even if language use is symbolic, on a higher level it may 

index a preference for foreign language use by the non-foreign population. 

Collins & Slembrouck (2004) illustrate the kind of social interpretations to 

which particular features of signs can lead. On a multilingual shop sign in an 

immigrant neighbourhood in the Belgian city of Ghent, Turkish text was in small 

letters and placed below Dutch text. A Flemish man interpreted this as an index of 

respect for Flemish society and of the successful assimilation of the immigrant who 

wrote it. 

Haarmann (1986), in an early study of the functions of multilingual advertising, 

already notes that through the use of particular languages, advertised products may 

be associated with stereotypes of the corresponding groups of speakers. The 
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languages used in advertising may or may not reflect the languages spoken by the 

speech community for which it is intended. Haarmann observes that the use of 

English and other foreign languages in Japanese mass media does not reflect the 

everyday language use of the Japanese speech community, which is largely 

monolingual. He calls this phenomenon ‘impersonal multilingualism’. This use of 

foreign languages is often not intended as a means of verbal communication, but 

according to Haarmann (1986) it rather aims to appeal to people’s emotions. 

The studies discussed in this section make it clear that  be it consciously or 

unconsciously on the part of the actors  the choice and placement of languages on 

individual signs produce meaning. Thus, it is worthwhile to investigate the ways in 

which languages are combined on multilingual signs in a particular area. 

 

 

2.6 Proper Names in the Linguistic Landscape4 
 

Texts in the linguistic landscape often contain proper names such as the names of 

shops, brand and product names and the names of residents. An example of such 

texts that was discussed in section 2.3 was the signs displayed by the Starbucks 

coffee shops in Washington DC’s Chinatown and in China. Proper names (also 

called ‘proper nouns’) are a semantic category of nouns. Whereas common nouns 

distinguish one sort of being or thing from others, proper names distinguish 

individuals from each other; they identify someone or something. Proper names are 

especially found in reference to people, animals, geographical units, ships, 

aeroplanes, buildings, celestial bodies, periods of time, organizations and institutions 

(Haeseryn et al. 1997). In many of the languages written in the Latin alphabet, 

proper names typically have an initial capital letter. 

 Studies into advertisements show that names play an important role. Many signs 

in the public space are in fact advertisements, comparable to those in newspapers, 

periodicals and on radio, television and the Internet. Advertisements generally 

contain one or more of the following elements: headline, illustration, body copy 

(main text), slogan, product name, and standing details such as the address of the 

firm (Piller 2003). In another paper, Piller (2000: 267) observes: “The brand name is 

arguably the most central linguistic item of an ad  it is what it is all about.” She 

investigated a sample of 658 advertising spots that were broadcast on German 

television. In 34 percent of the advertisements, only the brand name was in a 

language other than German, whereas the remainder of the ad used German. 

Furthermore, in another 6 percent of the advertisements the brand name, setting 

                                                           
4 This section is based on Edelman (2009), pages 143-144. 
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and/or song were in another language. From work on language contact phenomena 

in advertising Piller (2003) infers that the product name is the element which is most 

frequently in a foreign language. 

To discern the purpose behind the use of foreign names in Jordan, Salih & El-

Yasin (1994) (in El-Yasin & Mahadin 1996) interviewed customers concerning their 

attitudes toward shop names in foreign languages. Although El-Yasin & Mahadin do 

not mention this, these customers are probably speakers of Arabic. When asked 

which of two clothing shops  one with an English name, the other with an Arabic 

name  they thought would be more expensive, 73 percent of the interviewees 

chose the shop with the English name, compared to 3 percent who chose the shop 

with the Arabic name. In answering a later question, 83 percent of the customers 

thought higher-quality clothes were more expensive, whereas no one said the 

opposite. From the answers to both questions the authors conclude that a large 

majority of customers associate foreign names with high-quality products. El-Yasin 

& Mahadin (1996: 415) argue:  

It is this association between what is foreign and what is good quality that 

businesses utilize by choosing a foreign name, or using foreign words in 

promoting their goods and services. They hope that a foreign sign will create 

this association in the customers’ minds and that the customers thus will be 

attracted to their shops.  

Thus, the language of proper names may contribute in persuading customers to buy. 

Proper names are particularly suitable for impersonal multilingualism. They do 

not have the purpose of transmitting factual information, but are rather used to 

appeal to emotions. In other words, the connotation is more important than the 

denotation. Schlick (2003) came across the shop names & AND and after in the 

Italian city of Trieste. And and after are function words, which have little or no 

lexical meaning. She remarks that “[i]n the cases above, the language itself, English 

as the international language of trendiness, seems to carry enough additional 

meaning that shop-owners consider even function words appropriate as shop names” 

(Schlick 2003: 6). Thus, an important function of proper names is to convey an 

emotion. The shop names & AND and after do not have much lexical meaning, but 

they appeal to customers’ emotions because they are in English. 

 

 

2.7 Research Questions 
 

In the preceding sections, the central concepts for this investigation were introduced. 

Often, the languages spoken by various groups in society are not represented 
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proportionally in the linguistic landscape. Several ideas that may help to account for 

the use of languages in the linguistic landscape were presented, and several of the 

factors at work were discussed. This study aims to answer the following research 

questions: 

 

1. To what extent does the linguistic landscape in the Netherlands reflect 

the languages spoken by the speech community? 

2. Which factors influence linguistic and semiotic properties of signs? 

 

To find out which languages are present in the linguistic landscape in the 

Netherlands and how these are represented, linguistic and semiotic properties of 

signs were investigated. The linguistic features under study included the languages 

and scripts on the signs, as well as the presence of translations and language mixing. 

Apart from these linguistic properties, some features relating to the graphic design 

of the signs were also examined, namely some semiotic properties signalling code 

preference. They included the placement of languages in space and the relative font 

size of the texts in different languages. The investigation involved a detailed 

quantitative analysis of linguistic landscapes in the Netherlands, based on the 

approach developed by Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) and Cenoz & Gorter (2006). 

Sections of eight shopping centres served as survey areas. The study is of an 

exploratory character, given that the linguistic landscape is a relatively new subject 

of research. The research questions are answered in Chapter 5, on the basis of the 

results of this investigation. 

 

 

2.8 Summary 
 
In this chapter, an outline of the conceptual framework of the study was presented. 

The central notion was linguistic landscape, as defined by Landry & Bourhis (1997). 

While the languages on signs in the public sphere had received some scholarly 

attention before the late 1990s, the large majority of studies were conducted in the 

21st century. The linguistic landscape has been related to several theoretical ideas. 

Landry & Bourhis show that the linguistic landscape is a marker of, and contributes 

to the vitality of ethnolinguistic groups in multilingual contexts. Ben-Rafael et al. 

(2006) approach the linguistic landscape differently. They are particularly interested 

in its construction by different actors. Ben-Rafael (2009) elaborates on this by 

presenting four sociological principles of structuration. Spolsky & Cooper (1991) 

and Spolsky (2009) address the motivations behind choice of language on signs. 
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Relationships between language groups may be expressed in the linguistic landscape 

as a whole, but also on individual signs. Regarding the choice and placement of 

languages on signs, the ideas of Reh (2004), Sebba (2007) and Scollon & Scollon 

(2003) were introduced. In this chapter, the role of proper names on signs was also 

explicated. These nouns often appear in a foreign language. Finally, the research 

questions of the study were presented. 



  

3 SOCIOLINGUISTIC CONTEXT 
 
 
 
 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
In the Netherlands, Dutch is the official state language. Of course, this does not 

mean that Dutch is the only language in the linguistic landscape. Indeed, many 

different languages can be found on signs in the public space. As made clear in 

Chapter 2, the linguistic landscape may be influenced by many sociolinguistic 

factors, including ethnolinguistic composition, the vitality of languages, and the 

extent to which languages have a written tradition, as well as globalisation and 

tourism. 

 In Chapter 1, multilingualism in the Netherlands was briefly discussed and the 

reasons for choosing Amsterdam and Friesland as the field sites in the study were 

given. The aim of the present chapter is to provide background information on the 

multilingual setting of the study so that the investigated linguistic landscapes can be 

placed in context. Section 3.2 deals with the sociolinguistic setting of the 

Netherlands in general. Sections 3.3 and 3.4 focus on the particular sociolinguistic 

situation in Amsterdam and Friesland, respectively. A summary is given in section 

3.5. 

 

 

3.2 The Netherlands 
 

3.2.1 Globalisation and Foreign Languages 
 

The Netherlands has many links to the outside world. Like many other countries in 

the world today, it is influenced by the process of globalisation. Thrift (1994) states 

that the Dutch economy is one of the most highly globalised economies in the world. 

He gives five arguments for this: 

 

1. Many Dutch firms have a strong export orientation, especially in the 

industries of agriculture, chemicals and machinery. 

2. There are a large number of multinational corporations in the Dutch 

economy. 
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3. The Netherlands is a ‘transit region’ for international trade, with its 

seaports, its airports, and its road, rail and waterway links. 

4. The Netherlands, and especially Amsterdam, is a centre for financial 

and business services. 

5. The Netherlands is part of an international social structure. Many 

Dutch cities are international tourist and cultural centres, and cities 

like Amsterdam function as meeting places for the transnational class. 

 

As noted in Chapter 2, the process of globalisation has often also been related to the 

spread of English. The five points given above may all have contributed to the role 

that English plays in Dutch society. In general, the population of the Netherlands has 

a relatively good command of foreign languages. Besides Dutch, the three most 

widely known languages are English, German and French. In a questionnaire for a 

large-scale European survey, 87 percent of Dutch people claimed to be able to 

participate in a conversation in English, 70 percent felt that they could do this in 

German, and 29 percent that they could do so in French (Eurobarometer 2006: 13). 

 English has a special position in foreign language teaching policies in the 

Netherlands. Children begin to formally learn English in the last two years of their 

primary education, but they also receive a lot of input outside the school, for 

instance from television, the Internet and popular music. In secondary school, pupils 

continue to learn English and many also take German and/or French. Berns et al. 

(2007) estimate that 92 percent of all pupils follow English lessons, and the modal 

number of minutes per week they spend doing so is 150. In general, most learners 

have a total of eight years of language instruction. English can be studied at six 

Dutch universities. In other university programmes, an increasing number of courses 

are taught in English (Berns et al. 2007). According to the Netherlands Organisation 

for International Cooperation in Higher Education (Nuffic 2007), the Netherlands is 

the largest provider of English-language higher education in continental Europe. 

 In the Netherlands, films are subtitled rather than dubbed. English language 

programmes are very common on Dutch television. Informal counts show that 40 to 

60 percent of the programs on Dutch-speaking channels are in a foreign language, 

mainly English. Besides this, a host of English spoken channels are available (Berns 

et al. 2007). English is also widely used in advertising. Gerritsen et al. (2007) 

investigated the occurrence of English in product advertisements in six issues of the 

glossy magazine Elle (2004). They found that in the Dutch edition 10 percent of the 

ads were entirely in English, and 54 percent were partly in English. In summary, the 

Netherlands has a highly globalised economy and the country’s population has 

relatively much contact with foreign languages, especially English. 
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3.2.2 Recent Immigration 
 
Apart from foreign languages learnt at school, there is another significant group of 

languages from abroad, namely the languages that immigrants have brought to the 

Netherlands. The Netherlands has a long history of immigration dating back to the 

end of the 16th century (Lucassen & Penninx 1997). Old groups of immigrants have 

been assimilated into the original population. In the post-war period, immigration in 

the Netherlands gradually increased. The immigrants who have settled in the country 

include citizens from (former) Dutch colonies (Indonesia, Suriname, the Netherlands 

Antilles and Aruba), so-called guest workers and their families from the 

Mediterranean (e.g. Morocco and Turkey), immigrants from Western countries, and 

refugees from all over the world. In order to enable an understanding of the 

language situation in the Netherlands, some recent immigration developments are 

outlined here. 

Lucassen & Penninx (1997) give a historical overview of immigration in the 

Netherlands. The 1960 census only counted 118,000 residents born abroad, 1 

percent of the population at that time. After World War II, and especially in the 

1960s, the Netherlands was short of workers because of rapid economic growth. 

Many companies started to recruit foreign workers, first from Italy and Spain, later 

Yugoslavia and Greece, and from the middle of the 60s also from Turkey, Morocco 

and Tunisia. The Dutch government mediated in this recruitment. Many of the guest 

workers aimed at saving money to start or expand businesses in their home 

countries, so the labour migration was by and large temporary in nature. In the 

beginning of the 70s a change occurred in this situation: many guest workers, 

especially those from Turkey and Morocco, no longer went back to their country of 

origin, and their families joined them in the Netherlands. This development had been 

influenced by another change. The recruitment of Turkish and Moroccan workers 

had started in the towns in the most developed regions within their home countries, 

but had shifted to the less developed rural districts. This shift meant that more and 

more labour migrants came to the Netherlands from regions where the economic 

prospects were low if they were to return. 

Another development after World War II was that people of Dutch descent from 

the former Netherlands Indies (currently Indonesia), New Guinea and Suriname 

repatriated as a result of decolonisation. Between 1945 and 1975 many immigrants 

from Indonesia settled in the Netherlands: the people that came from Indonesia to 

the Netherlands outnumbered the people that left the Netherlands for Indonesia by 

273,000. From the middle of the 60s migration from Suriname increased. From 1973 

to 1975 and in 1979-1980, a substantial share of the Surinamese people settled in the 



CHAPTER 3 30

Netherlands, probably because of a lack of trust in an independent Suriname. Both 

in the early 1970s and in the early 1990s the migration surplus was around 6,000 per 

year. Roughly a third of the Surinamese population has moved to the Netherlands. 
The Netherlands Antilles and Aruba are still part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. 

Migration from the Antillean islands to the continental Netherlands is determined to 

great extent by shifts in the economic circumstances of the Antilles, and return 

migration is fairly high. 

From the middle of the 1970s the number of asylum seekers increased. From 

1978 to 1982 Turkish Christians formed the largest group, accounting for some 

3,200 asylum requests between 1976 and 1982. The group of invited refugees was 

dominated by Chileans (1977-1978), and especially Vietnamese (6,000 between 

1979 and 1982). Since 1983, the number of requests for asylum shows a trend of 

sharp increase. The percentage of rejections also increased: of all the 163,000 
asylum decisions made between 1988 and 1994, 67 percent were negative. Since the 

late 1960s in particular, the Netherlands has developed an immigration policy. It 

steadily became more restrictive. 

Lucassen & Penninx (1997) also mention groups of ‘ordinary’ immigrants. 

Until 1994 the number of EU nationals had grown to 188,000, and the number of 

citizens from the USA and Japan had increased respectively to 13,000 and 5,000. In 

1994 the total number of residents who were born abroad was 780,000, or 5 percent 

of the population. 

The discussion in Lucassen & Penninx (1997), on which the foregoing 

paragraphs are based, only reaches to the mid-1990s. Since then important 

developments have taken place. During the 1990s and the first years of the new 

millennium, the group of non-Western immigrants grew much faster than the rest of 

the population. In recent years, however, immigration to the Netherlands has 

strongly decreased, while emigration has considerably increased. Between 2001 and 

2005 the number of immigrants from non-Western countries has sharply declined. 

Particularly the number of asylum migrants that settle in the Netherlands has been 

much smaller in the last few years (Garssen & Wageveld 2007). 

Many of the developments described here have taken place in other European 

countries as well. In the 1960s there was also large-scale labour migration from the 

Mediterranean countries to other European countries. In the 1970s this labour 

migration decreased, but immigration from Turkey and Morocco remained high. 

This was caused by family reunion in the 70s, and by family formation since the 

1980s. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, migration from Eastern Europe to 

other European countries increased dramatically. Many of the immigrants were 

asylum seekers, including people from the former Soviet Union. Another 
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development that also plays an important role in other countries is immigration from 

former colonies. In the United Kingdom, many immigrants are from India and 

Pakistan, whereas France has many immigrants from Algeria. In almost all 

European Union member states the asylum policies have been tightened (Garssen et 

al. 2005). 

In this chapter, some statistical information on immigrants in the Netherlands is 

presented in order to give an idea of the country’s linguistic diversity. For a proper 

understanding of the data some knowledge of the definitions employed is needed. 

Since 1999, the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (the Dutch central bureau of 

statistics) employs a standard definition of ‘immigrants’; they are defined as persons 

of whom at least one parent was born outside the Netherlands (Keij 2000). In 2006, 

Amsterdam’s statistical bureau O+S Amsterdam adopted this standard definition 

(O+S Amsterdam 2006). It is referred to in this chapter as the parental birth country 

criterion. The so-called first generation of immigrants consists of people who were 

born outside the country, whereas the second generation was born in the 

Netherlands. Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek distinguishes between Western and 

non-Western immigrants. The ‘Western’ countries of origin include all European 

countries (except Turkey), North America, Oceania, Japan and Indonesia. The ‘non-

Western’ countries of origin are Turkey and all countries in Africa, Latin America 

and Asia (except Japan and Indonesia). The reason for this distinction is the 

difference in socio-economic and cultural position of Western and non-Western 

immigrants. Groups that strongly resemble the Dutch population from a socio-

economic or cultural viewpoint are counted as Western immigrants (Keij 2000). It 

can be inferred that the differentiation between Western and non-Western 

immigrants in fact mainly serves to distinguish elite immigrants from non-elite 

immigrants. Among the Western immigrants are many expatriates and foreign 

students. 

The Dutch term ‘allochtoon’ is widely used in the Netherlands to refer to 

immigrants. Although Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek uses the word for persons 

of whom at least one parent was born outside the Netherlands (Keij 2000), in 

popular speech it is commonly used to describe especially non-Western immigrants 

as well as their descendants. For many, the word has a negative connotation. 

Statistics for immigrants are based on information from the Gemeentelijke 

Basisadministratie persoonsgegevens (the municipal records of personal details). A 

part of the group of asylum seekers, as well as labour migrants who stay in the 

Netherlands for a short time, and also people who stay in the Netherlands without 

legal resident status, are not registered in the records, so are not represented in the 

official statistics (Garssen et al. 2005). Of the relevant statistics that are provided 
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every year, the figures of the situation on 1 January 2007 are presented in this 

chapter, as the linguistic landscape data were collected in and around that year. 

 

 

3.2.3 Current Sociolinguistic Situation 
 

There are no census data available on the languages spoken by the population of the 

Netherlands5, but something can also be learned about linguistic diversity by looking 

at countries of origin. Table 3.1 gives an overview of the composition of the 

Netherlands’ population. 

 

Table 3.1 Population of the Netherlands by parental birth country and 

nationality (2007) 

 

         Parental birth country     Nationality  

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

Dutch 13,187,586 81 15,676,060 96 

Indonesians 389,940 2 11,389 0 

Germans 381,186 2 60,201 0 

Turks 368,600 2 96,779 1 

Surinamese 333,504 2 7,561 0 

Moroccans 329,493 2 80,518 1 

Antilleans 129,965 1 - - 

Belgians 112,224 1 25,999 0 

Other groups 1,125,494 7 399,485 2 

Total non-Dutch 3,170,406 19 681,932 4 

Total 16,357,992 100 16,357,992 100 

 

Source: Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (2009a; b) 

 

Table 3.1 shows that on the basis of the parental birth country criterion, the Dutch, 

with 81 percent, are by far the largest group in the Netherlands. Among the Western 

immigrants, the groups from Indonesia and Germany are relatively large, whereas 

many non-Western immigrants originate from Turkey, Suriname or Morocco. There 

is a striking difference between the figures for parental birth country and for 

nationality. If one considers the nationality of the population, the percentage of 

                                                           
5 The Netherlands has not had a census since 1971. In contrast to those in many other countries, the Dutch 
censuses never included questions relating to language. 
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Dutch is as high as 96, so most immigrants in the Netherlands have (obtained) Dutch 

nationality. Within the group with the Dutch nationality are more than a million 

people who also have another nationality (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 

2009c). As the Netherlands Antilles and Aruba are part of the Kingdom of the 

Netherlands, Antilleans and Arubans automatically have Dutch nationality. 

 The population of the Netherlands is not evenly distributed over the country, 

and the spread of non-Western immigrants is even more uneven. In the most densely 

populated provinces, the share of non-Western immigrants is relatively high. Within 

these provinces they live especially in the larger cities. These immigrants are also 

concentrated on the level of the neighbourhood (Garssen et al. 2005). 

 In order to put the share of immigrants in the Netherlands in a broader context, a 

quantitative comparison with other European countries would be useful. However, a 

meaningful comparison is not possible because different countries use different 

criteria in the statistics for who constitutes an immigrant. Eurostat, the statistical 

bureau of the European Union, uses the criterion of nationality. As was shown in 

Table 3.1, 4 percent of the population of the Netherlands had a foreign nationality in 

2007. By European standards, this is a relatively low share. By way of comparison, 

this percentage is 5 in Italy, in Belgium and Germany it is 9, and in Spain 10 percent 

of the population had a foreign nationality (Eurostat 2009a; b). However, Table 3.1 

made clear that most immigrants in the Netherlands have Dutch nationality. 

In Chapter 2, the interplay of linguistic landscape and ethnolinguistic vitality 

was discussed. In order to test the ideas of Landry & Bourhis (1997), it would be 

interesting to investigate whether the ethnolinguistic vitality of particular groups 

correlates to the visibility of their languages in public space in the context of the 

Netherlands. Unfortunately, the objective and subjective ethnolinguistic vitality of 

different language groups in the Netherlands have not to date been studied 

systematically. Only for some groups are there data available, against which the 

findings of the linguistic landscape study can be assessed. 

There are other data available on the languages spoken by immigrants in the 

Netherlands. Extra et al. (2002) carried out a large-scale survey on the distribution 

and vitality of immigrant minority languages in the Netherlands. Between 1997 and 

2000, 138,911 pupils in primary and secondary schools in 13 Dutch towns and cities 

answered questionnaires for this study. The municipalities involved were regionally 

spread and varied in size, but they were all urban areas. The sample is not 

representative for the Netherlands. In total, Extra et al. found that 96 different 

immigrant languages were used at the children’s homes. The survey showed that in 

the case of 32 percent of the pupils in primary school and 28 percent of the pupils in 

secondary school one or more immigrant languages were used at home, whether in 
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addition to Dutch or not. Of the 96 languages that were mentioned, 12 occurred 

more than 1,000 times. These 12 languages, given in Table 3.2, form 84 percent of 

the total number of references made to immigrant home languages. Thus 84 

languages were spoken by the remaining 16 percent, in many cases by just a few 

households. 

 

Table 3.2 Most frequently mentioned immigrant home languages in the survey 

by Extra et al., carried out between 1997 and 2000 

 

 Number of references 
(tokens) 

Percentage 

Turkish 8,686 6 

Arabic 6,755 5 

Berber 6,302 5 

English 5,153 4 

Hind(ustan)i 5,037 4 

Papiamentu 1,572 1 

French 1,534 1 

German 1,449 1 

Sranan 1,426 1 

Spanish 1,207 1 

Chinese 1,062 1 

Kurdish 1,054 1 

Total number of references 

to home languages 

138,911  

 

Source: Extra et al. (2002: 52-53) 

 

Table 3.2 gives an impression of the linguistic diversity in the Netherlands. It shows 

that Turkish, Arabic and Berber are the immigrant languages most frequently spoken 

at home. These languages are associated with two of the larger immigrant groups: 

the Turks (Turkish) and the Moroccans (Arabic and Berber). Hind(ustan)i and 

Sranan are typically associated with immigrants from Suriname, and Papiamentu is 

spoken in the Netherlands Antilles. Although Turkish is the home language that was 

most frequently mentioned, the percentage is still not higher than 6. Thus, many 

different immigrant languages are used, but the most common one, Turkish, is used 

as a home language much less frequently than Dutch among schoolchildren in towns 

and cities. 
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 As the present study takes the linguistic landscape as its subject of research, it is 

important to note that Berber is an example of a mainly oral language that does not 

have a strong written tradition. In Morocco, 40 to 45 percent of the population 

belong to one of the three main Berber-speaking communities, but Berber has not 

been recognised as an official language. Since 2003, the Tamazight variety of 

Berber has been written using a modified version of the ancient Tifinagh script 

(Maddy-Weitzman 2006). The absence of a strong written tradition will most 

probably have consequences for the use of Berber in the linguistic landscape. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, Spolsky (2009) notes that a certain state of literacy is 

necessary for a language to be represented in the linguistic landscape. This is 

captured in one of Spolsky & Cooper’s (1991) rules for language choice in public 

signage, namely the ‘sign-writer’s skill condition’. 

 Extra et al.’s (2002) questionnaires included, among many others, questions 

concerning language proficiency, language choice, language dominance and 

language preference. These dimensions were operationalised as follows: 

 

1. Language proficiency: the extent to which the language concerned is 

understood. 

2. Language choice: the extent to which the language concerned is used 

at home with the mother. 

3. Language dominance: the extent to which the language concerned is 

spoken best. 

4. Language preference: the extent to which the language concerned is 

preferred to speak. 

 

A language vitality index was constructed on the basis of the mean percentages in 

these four dimensions. Note that this index is quite a different measure from Giles et 

al.’s (1977) taxonomy of ethnolinguistic vitality as discussed in Chapter 2, which 

involves status, demographic and institutional support variables. Still, the language 

vitality index provides an overall indication of the relative vitality of the immigrant 

languages. The reason why Extra et al. (2002) decided to operationalise language 

vitality differently lies in their objections to Giles et al.’s (1977) approach (Extra & 

Ya mur 2008) as mentioned in section 2.3. 

In Leeuwarden, the provincial capital of Friesland, Extra et al. (2002) also 

investigated the status of Frisian, the regional minority language. Table 3.3 shows 

the scores in language proficiency, language choice, language dominance and 

language preference, as well as the language vitality index for the top 12 immigrant 
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languages in all participating municipalities, and Frisian in Leeuwarden, based on 

the questionnaires of 4- to 13-year-old pupils. 

 

Table 3.3 Scores on four language dimensions and the language vitality index 

(percentage) (1997-2000) 

 

 Language  
proficien-

cy 

Language 
choice 

Language 
domi-
nance 

Language 
preference 

Language 
vitality 

index 

Turkish 97 86 55 48 71 

Berber 94 79 42 41 64 

Chinese 90 78 44 39 63 

Arabic 90 64 38 41 58 

Kurdish 86 61 39 36 56 

Papiamentu 86 55 36 44 55 

Frisian 90 43 30 38 50 

Hind(ustan)i 89 43 24 34 47 

Spanish 80 46 21 33 45 

English 76 26 18 34 38 

Sranan 73 25 13 27 35 

German 74 26 15 25 35 

French 65 30 14 24 33 

 

Source: Extra et al. (2002: 150) 

 

Table 3.3 shows that in terms of language proficiency, language choice, language 

dominance and language preference, Turkish is the most vital immigrant language. 

Compared to the immigrant languages, the vitality of Frisian is relatively low. 

However, it has to be taken into account that the vitality of Frisian was only 

measured in Leeuwarden. In this town, Frisian was abandoned as a spoken language 

400 years ago, and a variety called ‘town Frisian’ (actually a Dutch dialect) came 

into being. The same measurement in the countryside of Friesland would lead to a 

rather different picture. This can be illustrated on the basis of other data. Using the 

results of a survey among the adult population (Provincie Fryslân 2007b), the 

vitality of Frisian in Leeuwarden can be compared to its vitality in other 

municipalities, for example Tytsjerksteradiel, located in the countryside east of the 

provincial capital. According to this survey, 76 percent of the respondents in 

Leeuwarden understand Frisian well or very well, as opposed to 94 percent in 
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Tytsjerksteradiel. Among the parents in Leeuwarden, 14 percent spoke Frisian to 

their children. In Tytsjerksteradiel this was much higher, namely 68 percent. If Extra 

et al. had assessed the vitality of Frisian in a rural municipality like 

Tytsjerksteradiel, the score would thus have been much higher. 

 Whether linguistic landscape actors from immigrant groups decide to use 

Dutch, or choose an immigrant language for signs instead, may also depend on 

whether they and their customers know these languages well enough. For an annual 

report on integration, Turkenburg & Gijsberts (2007) investigated the proficiency of 

Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean immigrants6 in the Dutch language. 

Immigrants from Suriname and the Netherlands Antilles, where Dutch is an official 

language, are more proficient in Dutch than those from Turkey and Morocco. This is 

shown in Table 3.4. 

 

Table 3.4 Problems with Dutch, by population group (percentage) (2006) 

 

Problems with Dutch Turks Moroccans Surinamese Antilleans 

In conversation 

Often/always 23 15 1 3 

Sometimes 30 25 6 15 

Never 47 60 93 82 

While reading 

Often/always 24 19 2 2 

Sometimes 25 18 6 8 

Never 51 63 93 90 

While writing 

Often/always 33 24 3 4 

Sometimes 19 17 5 12 

Never 49 59 92 84 

 

Source: Turkenburg & Gijsberts (2007: 85) 

 

From Table 3.4 it appears that the Turks are less proficient in Dutch than the 

Moroccans. Turkenburg & Gijsberts note that among the Turks and the Moroccans, 

                                                           
6 In Dagevos & Gijsberts (2007) and in other reports, the Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean 
immigrants are often briefly referred to as the four large immigrant groups, even though the groups of 
Indonesians and Germans are larger. These so-called Western immigrants, who in many respects strongly 
resemble the Dutch population, are often not mentioned in reports. Immigrants from Turkey, Morocco, 
Suriname and the Netherlands Antilles/Aruba are the most important target groups of the Dutch 
integration policy (Dagevos & Gijsberts 2007), which is the reason these groups are highlighted. 
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the second generation of immigrants has a much higher proficiency in Dutch than 

the first generation. 

 The Dutch government pursues a policy directed at the assimilation of 

immigrants into Dutch society. Training in the Dutch language is compulsory for 

new immigrants who want to acquire citizenship rights, and ethnic minority children 

are educated exclusively in Dutch, except for some small private initiatives outside 

regular school hours. Community language teaching for primary school children was 

abolished in 2004, resulting in Dutch-only education in multilingual primary schools 

(Extra & Gorter 2007). Over the past years a quite negative political climate has 

developed with regard to the use of immigrant languages, as they are seen as 

obstacles to integration into Dutch society. This view may discourage shop owners 

from using these languages on signs. 

 In several countries, such as Canada and Thailand, governments influence the 

shaping of the linguistic landscape by setting restrictions on the languages used on 

signs or on their relative position. In the Netherlands, on the other hand, there are no 

official guidelines for language choice on private signs, and there is no explicit 

policy for government signs. In Friesland the linguistic landscape is also not 

regulated by official language policy, except for place names and street names on 

government signs (Gorter 2006a). While in Friesland the languages used in public 

space, in particular for geographical names, have been the subject of many public 

debates and conflicts, in Amsterdam the linguistic landscape is less of an issue. In 

Amsterdam Chinatown, a central neighbourhood where many Chinese immigrants 

have settled, the district government furnished five streets with street signs in 

Chinese characters. It did so in 2005, in consultation with the Chinese community. 

The Chinese street sign in Figure 3.1 was placed below the Dutch one, and is a bit 

smaller. Chinatown is visited by many tourists, so the district government may have 

wanted to add some local colour for commercial reasons. In general, Dutch is used 

on government signs in Amsterdam. 
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Figure 3.1 Amsterdam street signs in Dutch and Chinese 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Hague, another major Dutch city, Van Gerven Oei & Staal initiated the art 

project Replaced Street Signs (2008). In the Schilderswijk (‘Painters’ 

Neighbourhood’) they covered several street signs featuring the names of Dutch and 

Flemish masters with the same text in Arabic. In that way they aimed to bridge the 

cultural distance between the neighbourhood, which is associated with specifically 

Dutch cultural heritage, and its present-day inhabitants, among whom are many 

immigrants. Van Gerven Oei & Staal protest against the fact that in The Hague’s 

Chinatown, as in Amsterdam, street signs have been translated into Chinese, 

whereas a similar ‘cultural update’ in less privileged neighbourhoods populated by 

Moroccan or Turkish immigrants would, in the artists’ view, only heighten feelings 

of insecurity among the remaining Dutch inhabitants and lead to vehement protests 

(Van Gerven Oei & Staal 2008). The artists are probably right about that. 

 

 

3.2.4 Immigrant Entrepreneurship 
 

The preceding sections provided information about the linguistic background of the 

population of the Netherlands in general. In Chapter 2, businesses that put up signs 

were identified as one category of actors playing a role in the construction of the 

linguistic landscape (Edelman & Gorter 2010). The present study was conducted in 

shopping centres, thus the background of entrepreneurs is also an important factor. 

 In the mainstream labour market, unemployment among immigrants is 

relatively high. For this reason, many have set up shops themselves (Kloosterman et 

al. 1999). According to Kamer van Koophandel Nederland, the Netherlands 
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Chamber of Commerce (2007), 12 percent of the entrepreneurs in the Netherlands 

have foreign origins. The largest groups are formed by immigrants who were born in 

Turkey, Suriname, Germany, Poland and Indonesia (see Table 3.5). Note that these 

figures are based on the native countries of the entrepreneurs, rather than on the 

parental birth country criterion. Therefore the second generation of immigrants, 

consisting of people who were born in the Netherlands, is not represented in the 

data. Overall, 10 percent of the population of the Netherlands belong to the first 

generation of immigrants (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2009a), and so with 12 

percent they are indeed somewhat overrepresented among the entrepreneurs. 

 

Table 3.5 Entrepreneurs by birth country (2007) 

 

 Number Percentage 

The Netherlands 852,600  88 

Turkey 14,600 1 

Suriname 9,300 1  

Germany 8,700 1 

Poland 7,100 1 

Indonesia 7,000 1 

Other countries 72,000 7  

Total 971,300 100 

 

Source: Kamer van Koophandel Nederland (2007: 5) 

 

The larger non-Western immigrant groups (residents who were born in Turkey, 

Suriname, Morocco or the Netherlands Antilles and Aruba) are all relatively 

strongly represented in retail trade, especially the food trade, and the catering 

industry such as restaurants and cafeterias (Vereniging van Kamers van Koophandel 

2005). As Kloosterman et al. (1999) point out, these sectors have two important 

advantages. First, they may cater to ethnic demand. Immigrant entrepreneurs often 

sell specific food or clothing to customers from the same ethnic group. Secondly, 

they have low barriers of entry, which enables immigrants (who often have little 

financial capital or educational qualifications) to start businesses. Immigrant 

entrepreneurs are heavily concentrated in the four largest cities of the Netherlands, 

and especially in Amsterdam. This spatial pattern reflects the demographic 

distribution of immigrants in general (Kloosterman et al. 1999). Also within cities 

there is a relationship between demographic distribution and the development of 

immigrant entrepreneurship. In Amsterdam and Rotterdam, neighbourhoods with 
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high shares of immigrants in their population show relatively higher rates of new 

immigrant businesses than other neighbourhoods (Kloosterman & van der Leun 

1999). The representation of immigrants in retail trade may have its influence on the 

use of immigrant languages in the linguistic landscape, as shown later in Chapter 5. 

 

 

3.3 Amsterdam 
 

The linguistic landscape study described in this dissertation was carried out in two 

field sites: Amsterdam and Friesland. They are shown on the map in Figure 3.2. 

 The first field site was Amsterdam, the capital and the largest city of the 

Netherlands, with over 743,000 inhabitants (O+S Amsterdam 2007b). The city is 

part of the Randstad agglomeration in the west of the country, where approximately 

6.8 million people live. Of the larger cities in the Netherlands, Amsterdam has the 

highest percentage of immigrants (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2010). The 

inhabitants of Amsterdam have 177 different nationalities (De Volkskrant 2007). 

This makes Amsterdam one of the most diverse cities in the world. Kuiken (2005: 7) 

roughly estimates that almost two hundred home languages are spoken in 

Amsterdam. However, considering the 96 immigrant languages that Extra et al. 

(2002) found in 13 other towns and cities, this estimate seems high. Aside from the 

Dutch, the largest population groups living in Amsterdam are Surinamese, 

Moroccans and Turks (O+S Amsterdam 2007a). The statistics are shown in Table 

3.6. 
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Figure 3.2 Map of the Netherlands featuring the field sites 

Source: CSO Adviesbureau 
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Table 3.6 Amsterdam’s population by parental birth country (2007) 

 

 Number Percentage 

The Netherlands 382,104 52 

Suriname 68,878 9 

Morocco 66,256 9 

Turkey 38,565 5 

Indonesia/former Netherlands Indies 26,625 4 

Germany 16,730 2 

Netherlands Antilles and Aruba 11,290 2 

Ghana 10,207 1 

United Kingdom 9,195 1 

Other countries 113,254 15 

Total non-Dutch 361,000 48 

Total 743,104 100 

 

Source: O+S Amsterdam (2007a: 56) 

 

Compared to the proportion of immigrants in the Netherlands as a whole, as 

displayed in Table 3.1 (19 percent), the share of immigrants in Amsterdam (48 

percent) is considerable. The linguistic backgrounds of the three main immigrant 

groups the city houses, namely the Surinamese, Moroccan and Turkish immigrants, 

are briefly discussed here. 

 The former Dutch colony of Suriname has a small population of just over 

400,000 people, but its communities speak 19 different languages. Almost every 

inhabitant of Suriname is multilingual (Carlin & Arends 2002). Sranan is the mother 

tongue of many people of Afro-Surinamese descent, and in everyday 

communication it serves as a lingua franca between ethnic groups in Suriname. For 

this reason, many people acquire and use it as a second or third language. Dutch, the 

language of the former colonial power, is Suriname’s only official language. It is the 

language of government, education and media, even though in practice Sranan is 

used in these domains as well. Apart from a few words in code-switched Sranan-

Dutch reported speech, the printed press largely uses Dutch (Arends & Carlin 2002). 

 In Morocco, Classical Arabic plays an important role in religion (De Ruiter & 

Bos 2001). Modern Standard Arabic and French are used in the media and literature. 

Several dialects of Moroccan Arabic and three varieties of Berber function as 

mother tongues. Moroccan Arabic is often used as a lingua franca. The social status 

of Berber is low (El Aissati & E-rramdani 2001). Most Moroccan immigrants in the 
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Netherlands have a Berber-speaking background. The older generations in particular 

speak Moroccan Arabic as well. Young people tend to shift to Dutch. In the 

Moroccan immigrant group there is much less of a sense of overall community than 

in the Turkish group (Hinskens & Muysken 2007). 

 The majority of the Turkish community has a Turkish-speaking background, 

and Kurdish is the primary minority language. There is a tendency towards strong 

language maintenance among the Turkish immigrants (Hinskens & Muysken 2007). 

Table 3.3, based on Extra et al.’s (2002) survey, already indicated that Turkish is the 

most vital immigrant language in the Netherlands. 

 The brief discussion of the different immigrant groups gave some idea of the 

linguistic diversity in Amsterdam. However, there is another group that contributes 

to the diversity in languages as well, namely the many tourists that the city attracts. 

The hotels in Amsterdam accommodate almost 5 million guests per year. An 

overview of the hotel guests by country of origin is given in Table 3.7. 

 

Table 3.7 Guests in Amsterdam hotels by country of origin (2007) 

 

 Number Percentage 

The Netherlands 954,000 20 

United Kingdom 937,000 19 

United States 597,000 12 

Spain 286,000 6 

Germany 264,000 5 

France 228,000 5 

Italy 216,000 4 

Belgium 109,000 2 

Ireland 80,000 2 

Japan 78,000 2 

Other countries 1,115,000 23 

Total 4,864,000 100 

 

Source: O+S Amsterdam (2008: 388) 

 

Table 3.7 shows that the largest group of tourists is from the Netherlands itself. Note 

that the figures only concern hotel guests, so the many Dutch who take day trips are 

not included. Other large groups come from the United Kingdom and the United 

States, both predominantly English-speaking countries. Other significant groups of 

tourists come from various European countries and Japan. 
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 Hinskens & Muysken (2007) observe that in the Netherlands, but particularly in 

Amsterdam, the use of English has grown tremendously. They point to the public 

information in English, bilingual Dutch-English signs and postings, and the English 

spoken in the streets. In the absence of systematic studies of this phenomenon, 

Hinskens & Muysken speculate that it may result from three factors: tourism, the 

important role of Amsterdam as an international trading and cultural centre, and the 

fact that English is the lingua franca among many recent immigrant groups. 

 

 

3.4 Friesland 
 
Aspects of the sociolinguistic situation of Friesland were mentioned in passing in 

section 3.2. Friesland, one of the 12 provinces of the Netherlands, was the second of 

the two field sites in which the linguistic landscape study was carried out. The 

province is located in the north of the country and has about 642,000 inhabitants 

(Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2008a), which is a slightly lower figure than the 

number of citizens living in Amsterdam. 

 In Friesland (officially called Fryslân) two official languages are used: the state 

language, Dutch, and the regional minority language, Frisian. Historically, the 

Frisian language is most closely related to English. Both languages are part of the 

North Sea Germanic branch of the larger West Germanic language group, whereas 

Dutch is part of the Low Franconian branch. However, the development of Frisian 

has been influenced most by Dutch, as a result of language contact over several 

centuries. At present, Frisian is more similar to Dutch than to English. 

Frisian has about 400,000 speakers. It is the home language of 55 percent of the 

provincial population. Dutch is the second largest home language, with 33 percent, 

and several dialects (town Frisian, Stellingwerfs, Bildts) account together for 11 

percent (Gorter 2005). In the countryside, the population has a higher proficiency in 

Frisian than in the more urban areas (Provincie Fryslân 2007b). In several larger 

towns such as Leeuwarden, ‘town Frisian’ is spoken, which is in fact a dialect of 

Dutch rather than a variety of Frisian. The provincial government conducts a 

prudent language policy to protect the Frisian language. 

Within the province, language attitudes toward Frisian are related to linguistic 

background and to geographical spread. Frisian speakers have a quite favourable 

attitude toward their language, but the attitude of Dutch-speaking people toward 

Frisian is rather indifferent. Moreover, in predominantly Frisian-speaking areas, 

both Frisian and non-Frisian speakers have a relatively positive language attitude, 

whereas in non-Frisian-speaking areas their attitudes are comparatively negative 
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(Gorter et al. 1984). Outside the province, the Frisian language has a low social 

status, and it is generally perceived as “a marginal and somewhat quaint 

phenomenon” (Ytsma & de Jong 1993: 37). 

Gorter & Jonkman (1995) carried out a large-scale language survey in 

Friesland. Of the provincial population, 94 percent claim to be able to understand 

Frisian and 74 percent claim to be able to speak the language. For reading and 

writing the percentages are 65 and 17 respectively. In a later survey, the figures for 

understanding and speaking appeared to be the same, whereas reading proficiency 

had increased to 75 percent and writing proficiency to 26 percent of the respondents 

(Provincie Fryslân 2007b). Gorter & Jonkman also show that all speakers of Frisian 

know Dutch. Frisian is the mother tongue of just over half of the population (55 

percent). The other Frisian speakers have acquired it as a second language. 

Gorter & Jonkman’s figures show that Frisian is much more a spoken language 

than a written one. This is the result of a former diglossia situation. In the 14th and 

15th centuries Frisian was widely used in writing, but there was no monolingual 

writing tradition. Many of the scribes were literate in at least Frisian, Dutch and 

Latin. During the 16th and 17th centuries the province of Friesland became 

incorporated into the newly established Republic of the Low Countries, and Dutch 

became increasingly important. A transition from Frisian writing to Dutch writing 

took place. In the countryside Frisian remained strong as a spoken language. In the 

17th and 18th centuries Frisian hardly functioned as a written language. However, a 

movement to revive Frisian emerged in the early 19th century. During the 20th 

century the Frisian language regained a modest position in government, education 

and the media (Gorter et al. 2008). 

Nowadays Frisian still has a relatively strong position in the domains of family, 

work and community, whereas Dutch dominates in the domains of education, media, 

public administration and law (Gorter et al. 2001). Frisian has a marginal position as 

a language for teaching at all levels of education. It is an obligatory subject for all 

primary schools in Friesland, but only a small percentage of schools use Frisian as a 

medium of instruction. Dutch and English are perceived as more important 

languages to learn (Gorter 2005). 

On the basis of systematic participant observation, Gorter (1993: 167-181) 

formulated a ‘linguistic etiquette’ consisting of four rules: 
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1. Dutch is the common language for everyone.  

2. Everyone may speak his/her own language. 

3. Frisians must speak Dutch to Dutch speakers and only Frisian to 

Frisian speakers. 

4. A speaker will have to accommodate to the language of conversation 

in the company of others (in a conversation with three or more 

participants). 

 

These rules show that Dutch is usually the unmarked language, and Frisian the 

marked. Gorter & Jonkman (1995) also report on a survey question about language 

choice. Respondents were asked which language they would choose for an 

interaction with a shop assistant in a shop in a larger town in Friesland. A distinction 

was made between a situation where the salesperson addresses the respondent in 

Dutch, and where the respondent is addressed in Frisian. 

 

Table 3.8 Language choice in the case of Dutch-speaking and Frisian-speaking 

salespersons (percentage) 

 

Language choice of salesperson Frisian as a first language 

Dutch Frisian 

Dutch 22 2 Language choice 

of respondent Frisian 78 98 

Language choice of salesperson Frisian as a second language 

Dutch Frisian 

Dutch 98 67 Language choice 

of respondent Frisian 2 33 

 

Source: Gorter & Jonkman (1995: 23-24) 

 

Table 3.8 shows that if a salesperson addressed the respondent in Dutch, speakers of 

Frisian as a first language (L1) tended to reply in Frisian, whereas almost all those 

who spoke Frisian as a second language (L2) chose Dutch. If the shop assistant 

addressed the respondent in Frisian, almost all L1 Frisian speakers replied in Frisian, 

and most L2 Frisian speakers chose Dutch. It turns out that the language of the 

interlocutor is an important factor in determining language choice as well as the 

factor of whether Frisian has been acquired as a first or a second language. 

There are also data available on written language use in a Frisian shopping 

street. Cenoz & Gorter (2006) studied the linguistic landscape of Nieuwestad, a 
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central street in Friesland’s capital Leeuwarden. All the texts displayed by a 

particular establishment were together considered one sign. Table 3.9 gives the 

distribution of the languages found. 

 

Table 3.9 Languages on the signs in Nieuwestad, Leeuwarden 

 

 Percentage 

Dutch 53 

English 6 

Frisian 3 

Dutch and English 31 

Dutch and Frisian 2 

Other combinations and languages 5 

Total 100 

 

Source: Cenoz & Gorter (2006: 73) 

 

Table 3.9 shows that most of the signs in Nieuwestad were monolingual. Dutch had 

the strongest presence on the signs, followed by English. The use of Frisian was 

limited. Other languages, such as French and German, had a minimal presence. 

Cenoz & Gorter did not study the linguistic landscape in more rural municipalities 

where more Frisian is spoken. It is expected that Frisian has a higher presence on 

signs in public space there. 

Cenoz & Gorter also looked at the characteristics of signs featuring two or more 

languages. On 77 percent of the signs Dutch was the first or most prominent 

language. For 20 percent English was first or most prominent, and Frisian was only 

the first or most prominent language on 2 percent of the signs. In most cases the 

Dutch text was displayed more largely than the text in other languages. Moreover, 

signs contained more information in Dutch than in other languages. There were no 

translations found in the signs. These findings showed that Dutch is by far the most 

visible language in the linguistic landscape. In Chapter 5 Cenoz & Gorter’s findings 

are compared to outcomes of the present study. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Landry & Bourhis (1997) relate the notion of 

linguistic landscape to the concepts of objective and subjective ethnolinguistic 

vitality, showing that the linguistic landscape can be seen not only as a marker of the 

vitality of the ethnolinguistic groups inhabiting a given area, but also as a factor that 

contributes to this vitality. In Chapter 2, the three main structural factors of objective 

ethnolinguistic vitality were mentioned: status, demographic and institutional 
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support variables. Ytsma et al. (1994) evaluated the objective ethnolinguistic vitality 

and measured the perceived vitality of Frisian versus Dutch in the province of 

Friesland. A subjective vitality questionnaire was completed by 29 Frisian students 

who had Frisian as their first language and who used the self-referent ‘Frisian’. The 

questionnaire was in Frisian. The mean scores on the different component items 

varied. For instance, Frisian scored relatively high on group pride and low on 

position in government services. The students felt that the current general vitality of 

the Frisian group was higher than that of the Dutch group, but also that the strength 

of the former group was decreasing. Overall, the Frisian students turned out to have 

a realistic perception of the group differences, so subjective ethnolinguistic vitality 

generally matched objective vitality. In Chapter 2 it was noted that group members 

may underestimate or exaggerate the ethnolinguistic vitality of their own group or 

other groups (Bourhis et al. 1981). Ytsma et al. showed that this was not the case for 

their respondents. 

In section 3.3 it was shown that Amsterdam houses a relatively high number of 

immigrants. In Friesland there are fewer immigrants: they form only 8 percent of the 

population (based on the parental birth country criterion). In fact, of all 12 provinces 

of the Netherlands, Friesland has the lowest proportion of immigrants (Centraal 

Bureau voor de Statistiek 2008a: 6-7). Still, the inhabitants of Friesland have 

approximately 150 different nationalities. The majority of the immigrants in 

Friesland are Western immigrants. The largest groups by far are from Germany or 

Indonesia. Among the non-Western immigrants, the groups from Surinam, Iraq and 

Morocco dominate. Moroccan and Surinamese immigrants living in Friesland 

appear to be more proficient in Dutch than those living in the Randstad 

agglomeration (where Amsterdam is located). This can be explained by the fact that 

the immigrant groups in Friesland are relatively small, so it is more difficult to find 

contacts within their own language group. Some of the immigrants in Friesland are 

also proficient in Frisian, although immigrants are heavily concentrated in the urban 

municipalities, where this language is generally spoken less (Boneschansker 2002). 

Within the province, the municipality of Leeuwarden has the largest share of 

immigrants among its population, namely 16 percent (Centraal Bureau voor de 

Statistiek 2008a: 6-7). Based on a part of the larger survey by Extra et al. (2002) as 

discussed in section 3.2, Van der Avoird et al. (2000) found that in Leeuwarden, 

about fifty immigrant languages were used in the homes of primary-school children. 

English, Arabic, Kurdish, Hindi and Berber were the most common. 

The number of tourists in Friesland is also much lower than in Amsterdam. 

Most of them visit the lakes in the southwest or the islands in the north of the 

province (Gorter et al. 2001). According to Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 
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(2008b: 211), 240,000 foreign tourists stayed in tourist accommodations in Friesland 

in the year 2007. To compare, the number of foreign tourists who stayed in Noord-

Holland, the province in which Amsterdam is situated, amounts to 5,771,000. Of all 

the guests in Dutch tourist accommodations, 5 percent stayed in Friesland, as 

opposed to 29 percent in Noord-Holland. While the share of foreign guests in 

Friesland is 17 percent, the foreigners account for 65 percent of the guests in Noord-

Holland (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2008b: 211). Within Noord-Holland, 

Amsterdam is the largest tourist attraction. 

 

 

3.5 Summary 
 
In this chapter the sociolinguistic context of the field sites was described. In 

summary, many different languages are used in the Netherlands. Dutch is the official 

state language and the mother tongue of a large part of the population. In fact, the 

position of Dutch seems to be unchallenged by any other language. The Dutch 

economy is highly globalised. English is the most important international language 

and many people have some command of German and French. In addition, 

immigrants have brought their languages to the Netherlands. Of all the different 

immigrant minority languages, Turkish, Arabic and Berber are the most common, 

and Turkish is the most vital. The Dutch government strongly encourages 

immigrants to acquire and use Dutch, but there are no official guidelines for 

language choice on private signs. 

 This chapter showed that the two field sites where the study took place differ 

widely from each other. Amsterdam is the capital, and is the largest city in the 

Netherlands. It has a relatively high percentage of immigrants. The largest groups 

have a Surinamese, Moroccan or Turkish background. The many foreign tourists 

Amsterdam attracts also contribute to its multilingualism. In the province of 

Friesland the numbers of immigrant inhabitants and foreign tourists are relatively 

low. Its multilingual nature is mainly due to the use of the regional minority 

language Frisian in addition to Dutch. Frisian is the most common home language. 

The vitality of Frisian is high in the countryside but lower in Leeuwarden, 

Friesland’s capital. A large majority of the provincial population is able to 

understand the language. However, only a minority can write in Frisian. All Frisian 

speakers also know Dutch. In everyday life, Frisian and Dutch do not have the same 

status. Dutch is usually the unmarked language while Frisian is the marked 

language.



  

4 METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 

In linguistic landscape research, sociolinguistic situations are analysed on the basis 

of the languages used on signs. The linguistic landscape is a relatively new subject 

of research and, as noted in Chapter 2, academic interest in it has been growing. It is 

important to describe the methodology that was applied explicitly and in great detail 

in order to be able to conduct meaningful comparisons of results from different 

scholars and to replicate linguistic landscape research at another time or in another 

sociolinguistic context. 

In many quantitative studies of the linguistic landscape, signs are coded 

according to the languages that appear on them in order to establish the distribution 

of languages (e.g. Backhaus 2006; Barni 2006; Ben-Rafael et al. 2006; Cenoz & 

Gorter 2006; El-Yasin & Mahadin 1996; Huebner 2006; Lüdi 2007; Schlick 2003). 

This means that the researcher has to determine in which language(s) the linguistic 

elements occurring on the signs are written. In other words, the elements are 

classified by language. Signs often contain proper names, the coding of which is not 

always straightforward. 

This chapter deals with methodological issues. First, methods applied in 

previous linguistic landscape research are discussed in section 4.2. Then section 4.3 

describes the general methodology that was applied in the present study. Finally, 

section 4.4 focuses on one problematic aspect of this general methodology, namely 

the classification of proper names by language. 

 

 

4.2 Methods Applied in Previous Research 
 

While Landry & Bourhis (1997) investigated perceptions of the linguistic landscape, 

subsequent research focused mainly on its objective composition. Studies were 

carried out in different multilingual settings and took different perspectives. Some 

studies involved a minority language, whereas other research mainly looked at the 

role of English as international language. The studies took their perspective from 

sociolinguistics, pragmatics, and discourse analysis. 
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Apart from differences in the type of multilingual setting and the perspective 

chosen, previous research also differs as to the specific methodology used. In this 

section some methodological issues are discussed on the basis of examples of 

previous studies. One issue is the sampling of survey areas. Rosenbaum et al. (1977) 

and El-Yasin & Mahadin (1996) analysed the signs in one central shopping street (in 

Israel and Jordan, respectively) and Cenoz & Gorter (2006) compared two central 

shopping streets, one in Friesland and one in the Basque Country, Spain. Barni 

(2006) surveyed a whole neighbourhood: l’Esquilino, a multiethnic neighbourhood 

in the Italian capital Rome. Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) sampled in eight different 

geographical sites in which Jews, Arabs or both Jews and Arabs reside, constituting 

a sample of the socio-geographical diversity of Israel. Likewise, Huebner (2006) 

identified fifteen neighbourhoods in central and suburban Bangkok, Thailand, which 

reflect some of the linguistic diversity of the city. A given stretch of the main street 

in each neighbourhood served as the survey area. Lüdi (2007) investigated nine 

shopping streets that constitute a cross-section of Basel, Switzerland. In Backhaus’ 

(2005a; b; 2006; 2007) study in the Japanese capital Tokyo, 28 stations of a circular 

line around the centre served as survey areas, including business and shopping 

districts, less busy sites such as parks, and residential areas. At every station a part 

of a street between two traffic lights formed the survey area. The distances between 

the traffic lights varied widely from approximately 65 metres to 400 metres. In its 

study in Montreal (Quebec, Canada), Conseil de la langue française (2000) drew a 

geographically-representative sample of the linguistic landscape. The survey areas 

were determined using randomly chosen postal codes and addresses. Every survey 

area consisted of one side of a street on which a selected address was located, 

confined by two intersections. 

Another point of difference between methods applied in previous linguistic 

landscape research concerns the decision as to which signs within a survey area 

were analysed. Cenoz & Gorter (2006) analysed a complete inventory of the signs in 

the two shopping streets. Backhaus (2005a; b; 2006; 2007) counted all signs, but 

only recorded and analysed the ones that contained at least one language other than 

Japanese. Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) sampled twenty to thirty government signs 

and seventy to hundred private signs at each site they investigated. The sampling 

was also determined according to specific domains such as religious institutions. 

Schlick (2003) analysed between 45 and 69 shop signs and shop-front 

advertisements in every city she included in her study. In many of the studies, 

pictures of signs were coded according to linguistic and semiotic features, such as 

the number of languages and the specific languages used, the order and font size of 

the texts in the different languages, and the amount of text in each language. 
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Most of the studies took a synchronic approach. In some of the studies the 

variable of old vs. new played a role, offering a diachronic perspective of the 

linguistic landscape. By closely examining three street signs in Jerusalem, Spolsky 

& Cooper (1991) show that these provide a record of the Old City’s recent history. 

In the British Mandate period (1919-1948) these signs were written in three 

languages: English first, Arabic second and Hebrew third. During the period of 

Jordanian occupation (1948-1967), only Arabic and English were used on street 

signs. After 1967, when the Old City came under Israeli rule, a Hebrew line was 

added on top of the signs. Similarly, Backhaus (2005a) compares coexisting older 

and newer versions of multilingual signs in Tokyo, and shows that since the early 

1990s the linguistic heterogeneity has increased, especially on government signs. 

Huebner’s (2006) comparison of language use in older and newer neighbourhoods in 

Bangkok offers evidence of a shift over time from Chinese to English as the major 

language of wider communication. 

Barni & Bagna (2009) developed a methodology for the coding of signs which 

is worth mentioning here. In data collection two researchers are involved: one with a 

digital camera, the other with a handheld computer containing a map and fields for 

classification. Once a sign has been photographed, it is linked to the location on the 

map where it was observed, and an initial classification of the sign is made on site 

using the handheld computer. In this way, a linguistic map allowing for a 

comparison of different portions of the territory surveyed is produced. The general 

methodology employed in the present study is discussed in section 4.3. 

 

 

4.3 General Methodology 
 

In order to answer the research questions formulated in Chapter 2, a detailed 

quantitative analysis of linguistic landscapes in the Netherlands was carried out, 

based on the approach developed by Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) and Cenoz & 

Gorter (2006). As the linguistic landscape is a relatively new research subject, this 

study is of an explorative nature. To test the methodology, the investigation was 

preceded by a pilot study in one of the survey areas, a section of Amsterdam’s main 

shopping street Kalverstraat. This pilot study was described in Edelman (2006). The 

results showed that Dutch and English played the most important role, and their 

occurrence was about equal. On the other hand, many immigrant languages were 

lacking in the survey area. The pilot study did not give rise to any methodological 

changes, and the data it produced were incorporated into the larger study. The 

collection and analysis of the data in this larger study are explained in the following 
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subsections. The survey areas, the survey items, and the coding are discussed, 

respectively. 

 

 

4.3.1 Survey Areas 
 

It was decided that the linguistic landscape of shopping centres would be studied 

because a high density of signs can usually be found there. Shopping streets 

probably constitute the most common type of survey area in previous linguistic 

landscape studies, as was illustrated in section 4.2. Eight shopping centres were 

selected: five in Amsterdam, the capital city where immigration and tourism have 

lead to a diverse population, and three in the province of Friesland, where both 

Dutch and Frisian are official languages. These shopping centres are collections of 

retail stores and service establishments in a street or on a square. Covered shopping 

centres were avoided, as it proved difficult to get permission to take pictures there, a 

problem that is connected to the intermediate status of these shopping centres, 

somewhere between public and private space. 

The sampling method that was applied is called diversity or heterogeneity 

sampling. Cook & Campbell (1979: 75-77) call this ‘deliberate sampling for 

heterogeneity’. They note that this model does not require random sampling, as a 

result of which one cannot generalise from the achieved samples to any formally 

meaningful populations. However, as Cook & Campbell remark, deliberate sampling 

for heterogeneity is usually more feasible than random sampling for 

representativeness. The purpose of using this method in the present study was to get 

a broad spectrum of linguistic landscapes, including the unusual ones, rather than to 

represent all the linguistic landscapes proportionately. The particular shopping 

centres were chosen because the neighbourhoods in which they are situated differ 

greatly in their ethnolinguistic composition. This sampling method is similar to 

those applied by Ben-Rafael et al. (2004; 2006), Huebner (2006) and Lüdi (2007), 

who also sampled for diversity. 

Sections of the shopping centres, including 15 to 23 connected establishments, 

served as survey areas. Within the shopping centres that were selected, the survey 

areas started at the establishment with the lowest house number and preferably 

ended at a natural boundary, such as a side street. At the same time, across the 

survey areas a comparable number of signs, around 300 to 400 signs each, were 

aimed for. The length of the survey areas thus also depended on the density of signs. 

The survey areas are meant to be illustrative rather than representative of the 

linguistic landscapes of Amsterdam and Friesland. 
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The shopping centres in Amsterdam comprise Rooswijck, Kalverstraat, Bos en 

Lommerplein, Javastraat and Ganzenpoort. They are represented in the map in 

Figure 4.1. 

 

Figure 4.1 Location of selected shopping centres in Amsterdam 

 

 
Source: CSO Adviesbureau 

Neighbourhoods that are home to relatively large numbers of immigrants are 

included, as well as neighbourhoods where few immigrants reside. Rooswijck is a 

shopping centre in a neighbourhood where, based on the parental birth country 

criterion, mainly Dutch people live. It is situated in the south of Amsterdam, and 

was built in 1962. Kalverstraat is the main shopping street in the centre of 

Amsterdam. The street is more than 600 years old. With about 150 shops, 
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Kalverstraat is the largest and best-known shopping street in the Netherlands. 

Property prices in Kalverstraat are very high. Bos en Lommerplein, Javastraat and 

Ganzenpoort are shopping centres in different neighbourhoods where many 

immigrants live. Bos en Lommerplein is a shopping square in the west of 

Amsterdam. It was built in the 1940s and rebuilt from around the year 2000. 

Javastraat is a shopping street in the east of Amsterdam in a neighbourhood dating 

largely from the early 20th century. In Amsterdam, Javastraat is known as a 

multicultural street. Ganzenpoort is located in the southeast of Amsterdam. Before 

2002 the name of the shopping centre was Ganzenhoef. It was degenerate and in 

2002 it was replaced by the new Ganzenpoort. 

Shopping centres may often attract customers from the whole neighbourhood or 

even the whole district in which they are situated. Inhabitants of Amsterdam buy 

most goods within their own district. On average, 78 percent of their budgets for 

daily goods is spent there. For the non-daily goods this percentage is only 42 

percent. The inhabitants who buy daily goods outside their own district usually do 

their shopping in a neighbouring district. Non-daily goods are often bought in the 

districts with the largest selection of shops in the non-daily goods sector, in the 

centre and southeast of the city (O+S Amsterdam 2009). The composition of the 

population in the neighbourhoods and districts surrounding the survey areas is given 

in Table 4.1. 

 A considerable Jewish community lives in the surrounding area of Rooswijck, 

with its own shops, restaurants, synagogues, schools and other facilities. On top of 

that, there are a large number of Japanese residents who also have their own shops 

and restaurants. These Jewish and Japanese facilities are not part of the Rooswijck 

survey area. 

 The neighbourhood in which Ganzenpoort is situated, Bijlmer Oost, is 

characterised by a relatively large group of people with a Ghanese background. This 

is not clear in Table 4.1 because O+S Amsterdam considers Surinamese, Moroccans, 

Turks and Antilleans the most important minority groups in Amsterdam, and groups 

the others together into ‘other non-Western immigrants’ and ‘Western immigrants’. 

However, data on the nationalities of the neighbourhood’s population show that with 

3 percent, people with Ghanese nationality form the largest group after those with 

the Dutch nationality (O+S Amsterdam 2007c: 33). People who left Suriname to 

settle in the Netherlands before Suriname’s independence in 1975 had Dutch 

nationality. This explains why people with Surinamese nationality form a smaller 

group than those with the Ghanese nationality. 
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Table 4.1 Population by parental birth country of the neighbourhoods and 

districts (in brackets) surrounding the survey areas and of Amsterdam 

as a whole (percentage) 
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Dutch 64 (66) 58 (63) 50 (35) 32 (48) 22 (28) 51 

Western immigrants 20 (19) 28 (23) 13 (10) 12 (12) 8   (8) 14 

Surinamese 4   (4) 2   (3) 4   (6) 11 (10) 34 (34) 9 

Moroccans 2   (2) 1   (2) 13 (23) 21 (13) 2   (2) 9 

Turks 1   (1) 1   (1) 11 (15) 11   (7) 1   (1) 5 

Antilleans 1   (1) 1   (1) 1   (1) 1   (1) 7   (6) 2 

Other non-Western 

immigrants 

8   (7) 9   (7) 8 (10) 12   (9) 26 (21) 10 

N 11,785 

(46,784) 

3,799 

(80,819) 

5,073  

(30,294) 

12,448 

(46,700) 

22,970 

(77,917) 

743,104 

 

Source: O+S Amsterdam (2007c: 22-24) 
 

Table 4.1 only reflects the resident population. For residential areas this may provide 

a good picture of the passers-by in a survey area as well. The composition of the 

resident population in the city centre surrounding the main shopping street of 

Kalverstraat may be of less relevance, however, since the centre attracts people from 

all over Amsterdam and far beyond (O+S Amsterdam 2009). It is difficult to map 

these visitors. The survey area in Kalverstraat is immediately adjacent to the popular 

tourist attraction of Dam Square. Table 3.7 in Chapter 3 already showed that the 

largest groups of tourists in Amsterdam are from the Netherlands itself, the United 

Kingdom and the United States (O+S Amsterdam 2008: 388). Of the 351 hotels in 

Amsterdam, 232 are situated in the centre. The number of hotels in the districts 
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surrounding the other survey areas ranges from one to five (O+S Amsterdam 2007a: 

339). Tourists do not usually go to these other shopping centres in the sample, which 

are further away from the city centre. 

The five shopping centres can be seen as different consumer markets with 

different groups of potential buyers and a different demand for commodities and 

services. This is reflected in what is sold. For example, in Ganzenpoort, where many 

Surinamese people do their shopping, Surinamese vegetables and meat can be 

bought. Also the languages used on signs may be tuned to specific consumer 

markets. 

Apart from the five shopping centres in Amsterdam, the study also comprised 

three shopping centres in Friesland, namely Wirdumerdijk in Leeuwarden, 

Dijkstraat in Franeker, and Schoolstraat in Burgum. These places are represented on 

the map in Figure 4.2. 

 Leeuwarden, a town with almost 87,000 inhabitants, is the provincial capital of 

Friesland. Franeker is a smaller town west of Leeuwarden, with a population of 

nearly 13,000. Burgum is a rural village east of Leeuwarden housing some 10,000 

people. Population numbers are for the year 2007, and were derived from Provincie 

Fryslân (2009). A section of the main shopping street served as a survey area in both 

Franeker and Burgum. In Leeuwarden, a section of a side street of Nieuwestad, the 

main shopping street, constituted the survey area, as the linguistic landscape of 

Nieuwestad had already been investigated by Cenoz & Gorter (2006). 
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Figure 4.2 Location of selected shopping centres in Friesland: Wirdumerdijk in 

Leeuwarden, Dijkstraat in Franeker and Schoolstraat in Burgum 

 

 

Source: CSO Adviesbureau 

 

Because of a lack of data about the mother tongues of the Amsterdam population, 

Table 4.1 above displayed figures on parental birth countries. For Friesland, survey 

data on the population’s first languages are available. The distribution of mother 

tongues in Leeuwarden, Franeker and Burgum varies. Table 4.2 shows the 

percentages of the adult population with Dutch, Frisian, a dialect or a foreign 

language as a first language in the municipalities surrounding the survey areas. 
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Table 4.2 Adult population of the municipalities surrounding the survey areas 

and of Friesland as a whole by first language (percentage) 
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Dutch 54 29 24 35 

Frisian 31 57 70 54 

Dialect 12 14 5 10 

Foreign language 3 0 1 1 

N 68,902 14,939 23,829 459,293 

 

Source: Provincie Fryslân (2007b: 22) 

 

As Table 4.2 makes clear, Leeuwarden has the highest share of native Dutch 

speakers, whereas Tytsjerksteradiel has the highest proportion of speakers of Frisian 

as a first language. The figures for Franekeradeel are in between. There are no 

specific districts in Leeuwarden, Franeker or Burgum which are inhabited by either 

Frisian or Dutch speakers. It would have been interesting to investigate the interplay 

of regional and immigrant minority languages, but in Leeuwarden, the municipality 

in Friesland with the largest share of immigrants, no shopping centre was found in a 

neighbourhood where a substantial percentage of immigrants live.7 

 The three municipalities also vary in the language policy they have adopted 

with respect to Frisian. All of the municipalities have developed their own policy 

plans. The municipality of Tytsjerksteradiel, where Burgum is located, is relatively 

active in its policy to encourage the use of Frisian. Both Tytsjerksteradiel and 

Leeuwarden have laid down the Verordening Fries in het schriftelijk verkeer 

(‘Regulation Frisian in written communication’). Tytsjerksteradiel has, in addition, 

signed a declaration of intent between the municipality and the provincial 

government to use Frisian where possible in written interaction with each other. This 

                                                           
7 Bilgaard and Vrijheidswijk are districts in Leeuwarden that house relatively large groups of immigrants. 
However, these districts did not provide a survey area because the shopping centre in Bilgaard burned 
down in 2006, and the shopping centre in Vrijheidswijk was demolished around the same time. 
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agreement was signed by eight of the 31 municipalities in Friesland (Provincie 

Fryslân 2007a). The differences in official language policy between the 

municipalities may result in quantitative differences in the occurrence of Frisian in 

the linguistic landscape. 
A part of the linguistic landscape consists of geographical names such as 

Franeker and Dijkstraat. Therefore, it is interesting to look briefly into naming 

policies in Friesland. All towns and villages in Friesland have one official name. In 

most cases this is the Dutch name. The official names of Leeuwarden (in Frisian: 

Ljouwert) and Franeker (Frjentsjer) are Dutch. In seven municipalities, including 

Tytsjerksteradiel, where Burgum is situated, the official place names are in Frisian. 

Burgum is actually strongly related to the struggle over Frisian forms as official 

place names. Gorter (1997) points out that during recent decades in the public debate 

about the use of Frisian, the issue of naming, with its symbolic value, got by far the 

most attention. In the Netherlands, local governments are responsible for deciding 

on geographical names. In many municipalities in Friesland there have been 

conflicts about the language of place names and street names. For many villages the 

Frisian and Dutch place names are the same (for example for Britsum and 

Drachten). For other villages, such as Balk and Stiens, the forms have the same 

spelling, but different pronunciations. Often there is a small difference in the 

spelling (Grouw/Grou, Holwerd/Holwert). Finally, there may be larger differences 

between the two forms (Leeuwarden/Ljouwert, Sneek/Snits). In 1989, two 

municipalities, Boarnsterhim and Tytsjerksteradiel, introduced official Frisian 

names, raising much protest. In nearly all municipalities there are streets with a 

Frisian name. Overall, the naming policy in Friesland is varied and not very 

consistent, according to Gorter (1997). Although the official place names are either 

Dutch or Frisian, municipalities have the possibility to put up bilingual place name 

signs, which nearly all municipalities in the Frisian-speaking regions of the province 

have done (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties 2007). 

 
 

4.3.2 Survey Items 
 

In order to obtain a systematic inventory, all the signs in the survey areas were 

photographed. This was done between March 2005 and April 2008. To ensure that 

most of the shops were open and displayed all of their signs, the pictures were taken 

on working days in the morning or afternoon.8 

                                                           
8 The camera used was a Konica Minolta Dimage Z3. Hyke Bierma collected the data in Franeker, the 
other data were collected by the author. 
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 In accordance with Backhaus (2006: 55), a sign was considered to be “any piece 

of written text within a spatially definable frame [...], including anything from 

handwritten stickers to huge commercial billboards”. As already noted in Chapter 2, 

graffiti is usually also seen as a ‘sign’, although in this case there often is no frame. 

Also in the present investigation this kind of text was counted as a sign. The graffiti 

that was encountered in the survey areas actually concerned small and simple 

scribblings, and it was not difficult to establish where the texts ended. In the survey 

only signs that were displayed outside or in a shop window were included, so texts 

that were in the interior of a shop were not taken into account. Small texts on higher 

floors that were illegible from the street were excluded. The texts had to be more or 

less stationary. A daily-changing menu, for example, would have been included but 

a ‘for sale’ sign on a parked car would not. Texts on merchandise (such as the text 

written on a bottle of perfume displayed in a shop window) were excluded from the 

survey. Texts on illuminated news trailers were not included either, because they do 

not display the entire text at once. When a billboard or a flag had texts on both sides, 

each side was considered a separate sign. On the other hand, different stickers close 

to each other with credit card information were taken together as one sign because 

these give the impression of a single unit. Sometimes, a sign within a sign was 

encountered, giving details about its maker. In that case, the smaller sign was taken 

to be part of the larger whole, rather than coded as a separate sign. When a sign 

occurred more than once, all instances were coded. In other words, all tokens of a 

type were considered. It was decided to use a single sign as the unit of analysis. 

 Nameplates of residents as displayed, for example, on a block of flats were left 

out of consideration. After all, the first research question is: To what extent does the 

linguistic landscape in the Netherlands reflect the languages spoken by the speech 

community? If in a neighbourhood where many Turkish immigrants live, their 

Turkish names were included in the research, then obviously a language spoken by 

the speech community would be reflected in the linguistic landscape. However, this 

is not a matter of choice because the language of the names is a given. The situation 

would be different if a Turkish entrepreneur had opted to lend his own name to his 

shop, as he could easily have chosen for an alternative shop name in another 

language. Therefore, signs with shop names derived from personal names were not 

excluded from the study. 

 In two cases a shop-assistant did not allow any (further) pictures to be taken. 

This is a common problem among photojournalists in the Netherlands, who are 

nowadays sent away or removed from (semi-)public places such as shopping centres 

more frequently than before (Baarda 2008). As became clear in a discussion at the 

Tel-Aviv Linguistic Landscape Workshop in January 2008, the problem is also 
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shared by linguistic landscape researchers in other countries. Although the Dutch 

law permits people to photograph in the public space, prohibitions were respected. 

Fortunately, most shop-assistants did not prevent the photographing. 

 Apart from nameplates, all the signs photographed in the survey areas were 

considered. Some signs were very old, for example a centuries-old memorial stone, 

while others were brand-new. The inventory included large signs and very small 

ones that may easily be overlooked. Most of the pictures contained only one sign. 

An overview of the data collection, comprising a total of 3,089 signs, is given in 

Table 4.3. 

 The table shows that about three years have elapsed between the first and the 

last site survey. The reason why all data were not collected at the same time was that 

it was considered wiser to adopt a modular approach: choosing a site, collecting 

data, analysing data, choosing another site, etc. It is not likely that the linguistic 

landscape significantly changed in the mean time as three years is a relatively short 

period. 

 

Table 4.3 Overview of the data collection 

 

Time Place Survey area Number of 
establish-

ments9 

Number of 
signs 

March 2005 Amsterdam Kalverstraat 22 313 

November 2005 Amsterdam Ganzenpoort 23 528 

May 2006 Amsterdam Bos en Lommerplein 22 477 

January 2007 Amsterdam Rooswijck 15 356 

February 2007 Amsterdam Javastraat 17 288 

March 2007 Leeuwarden Wirdumerdijk 15 380 

April 2007 Franeker Dijkstraat 23 350 

April 2008 Burgum Schoolstraat 17 397 

Total 154 3,089 

 

The names of the establishments in the survey areas are listed as part of the 

codebook in Appendix A. Some chains happened to have branches in more than one 

survey area. This explains why the total number of establishments in Table 4.3 is 

larger than in Appendix A. 

 

                                                           
9 The number of establishments includes a few ATMs. 
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4.3.3 Coding 
 

To find out which languages are present in the linguistic landscape and how these 

languages are represented, linguistic and semiotic properties of the signs were 

investigated.10 Using the statistical package SPSS, the signs were coded according to 

the following variables: 

 

1. Sign number 

2. Date on which the sign was photographed 

3. Survey area 

4. Government or private sign 

5. Type of establishment 

6. Name of establishment 

7. Sector of shop 

8. Establishment part of chain or independent 

9. Type of sign 

10. Presence of proper name(s) and other text 

11. Languages, in order of appearance 

12. Number of languages 

13. Font size of text in the languages 

14. Languages, in order of font size 

15. Type of text font per language 

16. Amount of text in the languages 

17. Presence of translation 

18. Presence of language mixing 

19. Scripts, in order of appearance 

 

The coding of each of these variables is explained below. The complete codebook is 

given in Appendix A. Many of the variables according to which the signs were 

coded are based on variables in previous studies, notably those reported in Ben-

Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) and Cenoz & Gorter (2006). 

 

Sign number 

Each sign was assigned a unique number. 

 

                                                           
10 Jan-Willem van Leussen did much of the coding of the signs from Rooswijck, Kalverstraat, Bos en 
Lommerplein, Javastraat, Ganzenpoort and Wirdumerdijk, whereas Hyke Bierma coded the signs from 
Dijkstraat. The author made sure that the coding by the two researchers and herself was consistent. 
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Date 
The date on which the sign was photographed was recorded. 

 
Survey area 
In all likelihood the language(s) used on a sign varies depending on the 

neighbourhood where the sign is found. Therefore, for every sign the survey area 

was coded. 

 

Government or private sign 
In Chapter 2, the often-made distinction between government and private signs was 

discussed. Among many others, Backhaus (2007) shows how these two categories 

differ in language use. In his Tokyo study, government signs include a limited 

number of languages: Japanese, English and, to a smaller extent, Chinese and 

Korean. In most cases texts in different languages constitute translations or 

transliterations of each other. Furthermore, the official language of Japanese appears 

prominently on the signs. Private signs, on the other hand, contain a greater variety 

of languages, used in a complementary way. On these signs, code preference is not 

necessarily given to Japanese. Also for every sign in the present study it was coded 

whether the sign was a government sign or a private one. A government sign may be 

a street sign or a sign from a public library, for instance. A shop sign is an example 

of a private sign. Private actors range from an individual who posted a notice about a 

lost cat to a large international corporation advertising a special offer. 

 

Type of establishment 
If the sign belonged to an establishment, the type of establishment was coded, for 

example a shop, a restaurant or a bank. The data collection also includes signs which 

do not belong to an establishment such as stickers and graffiti. 

 

Name of establishment 
In cases where the sign belonged to an establishment, the name of the establishment 

was also recorded. 

 

Sector 
If the sign belonged to a shop, the sector of that shop was coded, as different sectors 

may favour different languages on signs. In her qualitative study in Lira (Uganda), 

Reh (2004) shows that signs of establishments connected to administration, 

education, modern communicative technology, and commodities for the wealthier 

segment of customers are mainly monolingual English (the official language), 
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whereas establishments connected to the agricultural sector and simple everyday 

needs favour a multilingual approach, with the use of the local language Lwo in 

addition to that of English. Reh notes that this link between the languages and 

sectors reinforces a dichotomy between Lwo and English, in which Lwo becomes 

associated with daily routine and English with the modern economic sector and 

social and economic advancement. Similarly, in their study in Israel Ben-Rafael et 

al. (2006) show that the proportions of the languages used on shop signs differ 

according to the domain of commercial activity. They classify 798 signs into three 

sectors: 1) clothing and leisure, 2) food and housewares, and 3) private offices. The 

results show, for instance, that many signs in the food and housewares sector contain 

only Hebrew, whereas Hebrew is often combined with English or Arabic on signs in 

the clothing and leisure sector. 

In the present study, the number of signs that belonged to shops was 2,108. 

Initially, 26 sectors were distinguished, as listed in Appendix A. Later, these were 

classified into seven larger sectors: 

 

1. Pharmacy    (cosmetics and chemist) 

2. Housewares    (household goods, decoration, art) 

3. Food     (food, drinks, supermarket, candies) 

4. Books     (books) 

5. Electronics and music (phones, electronics, music, photography) 

6. Clothing    (clothes, shoes, accessories, optician,   

       jewellery, sports) 

7. Assorted goods   (gifts, flowers, lottery, assorted goods,   

       tobacco, fair trade) 

 

Part of chain or independent 
If the sign belonged to an establishment, it was coded whether the business was part 

of an international chain, a national chain, a regional chain, or was an independent 

establishment. Owners of independent businesses are usually much more 

autonomous in sign making than those of establishments that are part of a chain, as 

chains often design their signs centrally (cf. Bierma 2008). 

 
Type of sign 

For every sign, the type was coded. The categories include: name of establishment, 

security information, other shop sign, street sign, nameplate, sticker, poster, graffiti, 

and other. Stickers and posters displayed by an establishment were coded as ‘other 

shop sign’. 
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Presence of proper name(s) and other text 
It was coded whether the sign contained one or more proper names, other text, or 

both. A rough-and-ready rule is that words written with a capital letter were 

regarded as proper names, but every case was considered individually, and many 

exceptions were made. Proper names include shop names, for example. Although 

days of the week and months are not written with a capital letter in Dutch, they were 

also regarded as proper names. Internet addresses (URLs) were considered proper 

names, too. Also the word PIN, an abbreviation of ‘Persoonlijk Identificatie 

Nummer’ (‘Personal Identification Number’) signifying a means of payment, was 

regarded as a proper name, because it can be seen as a brand of the banks in the 

Netherlands. Graffiti often consists of a so-called tag, with the artist’s name 

functioning as a signature. This was coded as a proper name as well. 

 

Languages, in order of appearance 

The languages on the sign were coded in order of appearance. The reading direction 

dominant in the Netherlands was followed: from left to right and from top to bottom. 

This method was based on Scollon & Scollon’s (2003) code preference system: if 

the languages are aligned vertically, the preferred code is located above the 

secondary code, and if they are aligned horizontally, the preferred code is located in 

the left position and the secondary code is placed in the right position (the third 

possibility they posit, namely that the preferred code is located in the centre and the 

secondary code is placed on the margins of the sign, was not taken into account in 

the coding). Admittedly, this method is less appropriate when scripts that are written 

from right to left such as the Arabic and Hebrew scripts are involved. Figure 5.2 in 

Chapter 5 illustrates the use of scripts with different reading directions on a sign, 

namely Latin and Arabic. However, scripts other than Latin only rarely occurred in 

the data collection. 

 Several times a sign displayed a language with which the coders were not 

familiar. The Internet and speakers of that language then served as sources of 

information. To determine whether a word was Dutch or came from another 

language, the most authoritative dictionary of contemporary Dutch was used, Van 

Dale Groot woordenboek van de Nederlandse taal (Den Boon & Geeraerts 2005). 

The criterion for Van Dale to include a loanword is that it has occurred quite 

frequently in the entire Dutch-speaking area for at least three years (Geerts & den 

Boon 1999). To decide whether a person’s name was Dutch or came from another 

language, two databases of the Meertens Institute were used, the Dutch first name 

database (Van der Schaar & Gerritzen 2000-2010) and the Corpus of family names 

in the Netherlands (Brouwer 2000-2010). 
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In cases where a word could be assigned to more than one language, the context 

played a decisive role in the coding. For example, a gift shop in Kalverstraat 

displayed the following text: 

 

Blender 

van 199,95 

voor 99,95 

 

The English loanword blender is included in Van Dale and is used on the sign in a 

Dutch context, formed by the words van (‘from’) and voor (‘to’). Therefore, the sign 

was labelled ‘Dutch’. In an English context, the word blender would have been 

considered English. 

 Apart from a list of natural languages, the categories include ‘fantasy’ and 

‘ambiguous’. The label ‘fantasy’ was used for the brand name Alecto, for instance, 

which was displayed on a doorbell. Cenoz & Gorter (2006: 77) report that in the 

street in Leeuwarden they investigated, a number of signs were classified as 

ambiguous because it was not clear in which language the text was written because 

of the similarities between Dutch, Frisian and English. In the cases where similar 

problems were encountered in the present study, the context was the deciding factor. 

When the context did not help, the text was coded as ‘ambiguous’ as well. 

 Abbreviations were coded according to the language of their longer forms. For 

example, CCTV stands for ‘Closed Circuit Television’, so it was regarded as 

English. Similarly, the brand name Rucanor was considered Dutch as it is an 

abbreviation of the Dutch words ‘Rubber Canvas Organisatie’ (‘Rubber Canvas 

Organisation’). Single letters that could be traced back to words were also coded. An 

example is a red B, standing for ‘droge blusleiding’ (a device for extinguishing fire). 

Text discernible in logos was coded as well. Symbols such as , & and % were 

considered the same language as the surrounding text on the sign. Signs containing 

only a house number or -10%, for example, were excluded from the data collection, 

as it was not possible to determine the language in which these texts were written. 

 When the language of a sign could not be determined, which was sometimes the 

case with graffiti, for example, a ‘missing data’ code was entered. This code was 

also used in a few cases where the quality of the picture was not good enough to 

decipher the details of the sign. 
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Number of languages 
The number of languages present on the sign were counted. The appearance of a 

language may consist of an entire text or of only one word. One sign in Dijkstraat 

(Franeker) featured Bildts, a dialect which is mainly spoken in the bordering 

municipality of Het Bildt. As this is a dialect of Dutch, it was subsumed under 

Dutch. 

 
Font size 
For each multilingual sign it was coded whether the font size of the texts was the 

same or different for all languages. When, on a sign with three or more languages, 

some but not all of the languages had the same size, the font size was coded as being 

the same. 

 

Languages, in order of font size 
The languages on the sign were coded in order of font size, so the first language was 

the language in which the text was written largest. 
 

Type of font 
It was coded whether the type of font on multilingual signs was the same for all 

languages, or different. 

 

Amount of text 
For multilingual signs it was also coded whether the amount of text was about the 

same for all languages or different. Cenoz & Gorter (2006) used this variable before 

and called it ‘amount of information’. As information is an abstract concept, in the 

present study the variable is called ‘amount of text’ instead. The amount of text can 

be measured by the number of characters. For example, for a sign that reads 

KUNSTHANDEL-ART GALLERY the amount of text in Dutch (11 letters) and 

English (10 letters) was judged the same as the number of characters is similar. 

 This method may not always be fair, because for linguistic or cultural reasons in 

some languages more characters tend to be used than in others to convey the same 

message. However, the differences in amount of text were often so large that this 

problem does not seem to be significant to the outcome. Furthermore, the method is 

less appropriate when comparing two languages written in different scripts, but the 

collection of signs includes only a very small number featuring more than one script. 
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Presence of translation 

On multilingual signs, pieces of text in different languages can be combined in 

several ways. One possibility is that they are ‘mutual translations’, a term that 

Backhaus (2006) uses when pieces of text constitute a translation of each other. 

Thus, the occurrence of translations on the signs was coded. The categories are 

word-for-word translation, free translation, partial translation, and no translation. 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, Reh (2004) distinguishes four types of arrangement 

in her typology of multilingual writing: duplicating, fragmentary, overlapping and 

complementary. Both word-for-word and free translation correspond to duplicating 

multilingualism. Partial translation may either be fragmentary or overlapping, and 

no translation means that the information given is complementary. In Sebba’s (2007) 

terminology, word-for-word and free translation occur in parallel mixed-language 

texts, and complementary texts have no translation. In the case of partial translation, 

parallel and complementary texts are combined as sub-texts. 

 

Presence of language mixing 
Apart from constituting mutual translations, pieces of text in different languages 

may also give complementary information, in which case the languages are mixed 

on some level. Therefore, the presence of language mixing was coded. The 

categories include mixing on text level, mixing on sentence level, mixing on word 

level, mixing on more than one level, and no mixing. It may be the case that more 

fluid forms of language mixing are related to more multilingual environments. Every 

sign was regarded as a single text. 

 

Scripts, in order of appearance 

The scripts on the sign were coded in order of appearance. The categories include 

Arabic, Chinese, Greek, Hebrew, Japanese and Latin script. 

 

 

4.4 Classification of Proper Names by Language 
 

This section focuses on a problematic aspect of the general methodology described 

in section 4.3. First attention is paid to the classification of proper names in the 

linguistic landscape, like brand and shop names. This is accompanied by a case 

study that demonstrates the impact of proper names on the linguistic landscape. At 

the end of the section, conclusions are drawn from the issues raised in order to 

answer the question: How should proper names be classified by language? This 
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section has been published before as the major part of Edelman (2009), namely 

pages 144-154. The text has only been slightly adapted. 

 Since the 19th century, the brand name features in advertisements (Crystal 

2004). In multilingual advertising the product name is the element most frequently 

in a foreign language (Piller 2003). Advertisers use particular languages in 

advertisements or shop signs to associate products or services with the 

corresponding social groups. As proper names such as shop names and brand names 

do not have the purpose of transmitting factual information, they can easily be 

written in a language that is not used or fully understood by the audience. Haarmann 

(1986) calls this phenomenon ‘impersonal multilingualism’. 

As argued in Chapter 2, the brand name plays a central role in advertisements, 

and the language of proper names is often used to give a product or a shop a foreign 

flavour. At the same time, these elements are difficult to analyse in terms of the 

language in which they are written. After all, languages have no clear-cut borders: 

due to shared ancestry and language contact, many names ‘belong’ to more than one 

language. Proper names seem to be more readily borrowed or adopted from another 

language than common nouns. 

The American sports brand Nike, for example, was named after the Greek 

goddess of victory. Does this imply that Nike is a Greek name or does this name 

become part of any language in which it is used? To put it more generally, how 

should proper names be classified by language? The answer to this question has 

important implications for the coding of signs. Since the scope of the issue goes 

beyond linguistic landscape research, the classification of proper names is 

considered in this section in a general way. 

Evidence in favour of the view that names are part of specific languages rather 

than any language is the fact that names can be adapted to different contexts. In 

some countries, like China, Poland and Suriname, it is common for people to 

‘translate’ their first names when they introduce themselves to foreigners. They 

replace their names either by a cognate in another language, for example Dutch 

Pieter for the Polish name Piotr, or even by an unrelated name in another language, 

for instance David for the Chinese name Yunyu. 

The names of monarchs, popes, and non-contemporary authors as well as place-

names are commonly translated. Foreign names for geographic proper names are 

called exonyms. Fourment-Berni Canani (1994) discusses the (im)possibility of 

translating proper names. He gives the examples of the place-names Venice and 

London. The Italian city Venezia has been renamed Venice in English and Venise in 

French. A city in the American state California is also called Venice, but this name 

is not changed into Venezia in Italian and Venise in French. Similarly, the English 
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city London has been renamed Londres in French and Londra in Italian. However, 

the Canadian city called London is not translated into French and Italian in this way. 

Thus, as Fourment-Berni Canani concludes, a place-name can be translated if the 

place has already been renamed in the target language. 

That names can be context-specific is also illustrated by the fact that some 

international brands operate under different names in different countries. Unilever’s 

ice cream brand, the so-called Heartbrand, is an example of this. Heartbrand 

products are sold in more than 40 countries. The brand is known as Algida (Italy), 

Kibon (Brazil), Langnese (Germany), Ola (the Netherlands), Streets (Australia), 

Wall’s (United Kingdom and most parts of Asia), etc. This is a result of its creation 

from a large number of local businesses with established names. The logos of 

Heartbrand contain different names, but they share the same heart image (see Figure 

4.3). 

 

Figure 4.3 Different Heartbrand logos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although these examples show that names can be part of specific languages or 

cultures, there are also arguments in favour of the view that names are part of any 

language in which they are used. In an article on language identification for library 

catalogues, Bade (2006: 193) writes: “Proper names present special problems not 

only for theories of language but also for indexing and language identification, 

whether performed by human or mechanical agents”. He illustrates these problems 

with the book title Zheng He, which is the name of a famous Chinese naval officer, 

written in Latin script. The multilingual book contains four essays in German, three 

in French and one in English. Although the name Zheng He is originally Chinese, it 

appears as German, French and English in these essays. Bade (2006: 198) reasons: 

When we write Zheng He in what language and script are we writing? [...] 

The answer can only be that it is not in ‘a language’ at all, but is in Chinese, 

English, French and German to be read and understood in whichever 

language(s) the reader understands. Yet the question, for most readers, is 

completely irrelevant. Zheng He is Zheng He in whatever language. 
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In other words, proper names can be part of any language, depending on the context 

in which they occur. In the book Bade discusses, the name Zheng He has been left 

unchanged, whether it occurs in a German, French or English context. Thus, Zheng 

He remains recognizable as an originally Chinese name and keeps its foreign 

flavour. Put differently, Zheng He is in any context a Chinese proper name, but not 

necessarily a proper name in Chinese, depending on the linguistic context. 

Crystal (2003) poses a question similar to these raised here, namely whether 

proper names are part of the lexicon. Although proper names are usually not counted 

as true vocabulary, he argues, there is a sense in which they are part of the learning 

of a language. French speakers learning English have to learn to replace Londres by 

London. They also have to learn the pronunciation and grammar of proper names. 

Some names are part of the idiomatic history of a language community and some 

have taken on an additional meaning. Some proper names, often having a language-

specific form, are felt to belong to a language (e.g., the English Christmas, January, 

the Moon) whereas others are felt to be independent of any language (e.g. Alpha 

Centauri, Diplodocus, Helen Keller). Crystal concludes that proper names are on the 

boundary of the lexicon. 

So far, in much linguistic landscape research (e.g. Ben-Rafael et al. 2006; 

Cenoz & Gorter 2006; El-Yasin & Mahadin 1996; Huebner 2006; Schlick 2003) 

proper names have not been considered a problem for language classification. 

Implicitly, they seem to be treated in the same way as any other word appearing on 

the signs. Schlick (2003) lists the texts on the shop signs she investigated and the 

way they were coded. The fact that names such as MARKS & SPENCER were coded 

as English, ADOLFO DOMINGUEZ as Spanish and Parfümerie Douglas as German 

and English shows that Schlick chose to assign proper names to their original 

language. 

When analysing linguistic landscapes in Tokyo, Backhaus (2007) did not 

identify a language other than Japanese in the case of names of companies or brands 

unless they contained information about the nature of the business, e.g. Resona Bank 

and Starbuck’s Coffee. Similarly, Lüdi (2007) excluded proper names (except ‘freely 

chosen company names’) from the counts in his linguistic landscape study in Basel, 

Switzerland. Thus, Vögele shoes, for example, was considered English, because the 

proper name Vögele was not taken into consideration. 

Sjöblom (2009) investigated the language of a few thousand company names in 

Finland. She regarded some parts of the names as ‘neutral’, i.e., they could be any 

language or many languages. This applied to three different kinds of elements: 1) 

abbreviations and numbers, 2) proper names within company names, and 3) 
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international words such as casino, design and kebab. Sjöblom did characterise other 

parts as belonging to a particular language. 

In their study on the use of English in job advertisements in a Dutch newspaper, 

Korzilius et al. (2006: 174) also make their classification of proper names explicit: 

An English proper name was not analyzed as an English word (unless it was 

used in a completely English job ad), because in the case of names there is 

usually no choice between a Dutch and an English variant, since the name of 

a person o[r] an organization is usually ‘a given’. However, if the name of an 

organization or a department contained meaningful English words, these 

were counted as English words, since in these cases the use of English is a 

matter of choice. 

For example, “‘Johnson & Johnson’ was not considered to contain any English 

words. ‘t for Telecom’ was considered to contain two English words: ‘for’ and 

‘Telecom’” (Korzilius et al. 2006: 174). To put it differently, Korzilius et al. (2006) 

did not classify a company name that derived from other English names (Johnson & 

Johnson) as English whereas they did classify a company name that was composed 

of English common nouns (t for Telecom) as English. Words that were not analysed 

as English, for example Johnson & Johnson, were considered by the authors to be 

Dutch. 

In how far are names that derive from other names indeed a given? If the family 

name Johnson had had a negative connotation, the company might not have been 

named after its founders but could have been given another name. In that sense, the 

use of English in the company name Johnson & Johnson can actually be seen as a 

matter of choice for the founders. Moreover, the distinction between names that ‘do’ 

and ‘do not’ contain meaningful English words seems quite subjective. All in all, the 

methodology developed by Korzilius et al. (2006) does not seem to be a satisfactory 

solution to the problem of the classification of proper names. 

Inevitably, the coding of texts is not completely objective as it depends, among 

other things, on the knowledge of the researcher. Bade (2006) gives an example of 

this. One of the subtitles of the above-mentioned book about Zheng He is Images & 

Perceptions. Due to the ampersand, this title may be interpreted either as English 

(‘Images and Perceptions’) or as French (‘Images et Perceptions’). The 

interpretation also depends on which language(s) the indexer knows. 

Entrepreneurs sometimes play with these double interpretations. A Dutch boat 

company that organises canal cruises in Amsterdam and Utrecht is called Lovers, a 

Dutch family name, which probably means ‘messenger’ (Brouwer 2000-2010). 

Foreign tourists, who typically take these canal cruises, are likely to interpret this 

name as the English common noun ‘lovers’. The company reinforces this 
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interpretation, probably because of its romantic connotation, with a heart in its logo 

(see Figure 4.4). Actually, the ambiguity only exists in the written form of the word, 

as the Dutch and the English reading differ in pronunciation: Dutch /lo:v rs/ versus 

English /l v (r)z/. When phoning the company, one is welcomed by the answering 

machine in Dutch and in English. In both languages, the name of the company is 

pronounced in the Dutch way. 

 

Figure 4.4 Logo of canal cruise company Lovers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The examples given in this section show that it is difficult to answer the question of 

how proper names should be classified by language. In order to address this 

problem, a case study is discussed in subsection 4.4.1. 

 

 

4.4.1 Case Study in Amsterdam 
 
To show how the presence of proper names affects the diversity of the linguistic 

landscape, two different analyses of the first 203 signs from Amsterdam’s main 

shopping street Kalverstraat are presented. To be able to compare the results of 

different analyses, these signs were coded twice according to the language(s) used 

on the sign. In the first analysis (analysis A), proper names were left out of 

consideration under the assumption that they could not be ascribed to a specific 

language. After all, as Bade (2006) argues, names like Zheng He are not in a 

language at all; Zheng He is Zheng He in any language the reader understands. In the 

second analysis (analysis B), proper names were treated the same as other words.
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 Figure 4.5 displays a picture of a shop sign in Kalverstraat that reads Yves 

Rocher. According to analysis A, this sign was left out of consideration as it only 

contains a proper name. According to analysis B, it was considered a monolingual 

French sign. Figure 4.6 shows a picture of a shop sign displaying the names 

Sunglass Hut and Watch Station. These names do not stand on their own: the sign 

also contains the Dutch words zonnebrillen (‘sunglasses’) and horloges (a loan word 

from French meaning ‘watches’). In analysis A, the sign was regarded as 

monolingual Dutch as the proper names were left out of consideration. In analysis B, 

it was considered a bilingual English-Dutch sign. 

 

Figure 4.5 Shop sign with a French name  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6 Shop sign with English names 
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The cosmetics brand Yves Rocher was named after the French entrepreneur who 

founded it. Thus, the brand and shop name Yves Rocher derives from another proper 

name, viz. the name of a person. The shop names Sunglass Hut and Watch Station, 

on the other hand, have been composed of common nouns. Therefore, labelling Yves 

Rocher French may be more controversial than labelling Sunglass Hut and Watch 

Station English. If these names occurred in mostly-Dutch job advertisements, 

Korzilius et al. (2006) would not count Yves Rocher as French, but as Dutch, since 

in their view this name is a given. They would classify Sunglass and Watch as 

English, since these are meaningful English words, and Hut and Station as Dutch, 

because these words also appear in the Dutch dictionary (Van Meurs, personal 

communication). 

Figure 4.7 combines the results of analyses A and B into one diagram. Note that 

a sign containing both Dutch and English, like the sign in Figure 4.6, is represented 

in both bars. If a sign contains two other languages, these are both counted in the 

‘other languages’ bar. Therefore, the numbers in the bars add up to more than 203, 

the total number of signs. The lower parts of the bars show the number of 

occurrences of particular languages on a sign if proper names are excluded from the 

analysis. The upper parts show the number of occurrences that are added to this if 

proper names are included in the analysis. The first bar, for instance, demonstrates 

that 87 monolingual or multilingual signs contain Dutch text, excluding proper 

names. 106 signs (87+19) contain Dutch text if proper names are included in the 

analysis. 19 signs contain one or more proper names in Dutch, but no other Dutch 

text. 
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Figure 4.7 Distribution of languages on signs in Kalverstraat 
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In both analyses, Dutch and English play the most important roles in the linguistic 

landscape. However, if proper names are included, the proportion of English and 

other languages is much larger than if they are excluded. Thus, including and 

excluding proper names result in very different outcomes. The label ‘other 

languages’ comprises German, Chinese, French and Japanese in analysis A (5 

occurrences) whereas in analysis B (50 occurrences) Spanish, Italian, Greek, 

Hawaiian, Maa and Polish are added. If proper names are excluded from the 

analysis, 80 of the signs (39 percent) are ignored as they contain no text aside from 

proper names. Examples of proper names in Kalverstraat are given below. The use 

of upper and lower case reflects the original typography. 

 

De Tuinen      (Dutch, shop name) 

IZZY BIZZY      (English, shop name) 

Orange       (English, brand name) 

PUR DÉSIR de MIMOSA   (French, product name) 

 

The following are examples of other text in Kalverstraat: 
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Fietsen worden verwijderd  (Dutch, ‘Bicycles will be removed’) 

KUNSTHANDEL     (Dutch, ‘art shop’) 

AUTHORIZED DEALER   (English) 

NEW collection     (English) 

Skulptur in Bronze    (German, ‘sculpture in bronze’) 

 

Of course proper names and other text are often combined, for instance: 

 

Gezond Voordeel bij De Tuinen (Dutch, ‘healthy profit at De Tuinen’) 

 

It can thus be concluded that proper names contribute greatly to the multilingual 

appearance of the linguistic landscape. 

 

 

4.4.2 Conclusion 
 
The central question of this section is: How should proper names be classified by 

language? Above, arguments were presented in favour of and against the view that 

proper names should be assigned to their language of origin. First the classification 

of proper names by language was considered, and after that a case study of proper 

names in Amsterdam’s main shopping street was presented. 

The classification of proper names is not always straightforward. A name can 

either be perceived as written in a particular language, or in any language. Whether a 

researcher decides to consider a name as belonging to a specific language or not has 

important implications for the coding of signs in linguistic landscape research. As 

the presented case study showed, both decisions lead to different results. In a sample 

of more than 200 signs from Amsterdam’s main shopping street, 80 consisted of one 

or more names. By comparing the results of different analyses, it was found that 

proper names contribute greatly to the multilingual character of the linguistic 

landscape. If proper names were included, the proportion of English and other 

languages in the sample was much larger than if they were excluded. 

Proper names in the linguistic landscape are frequently displayed in a foreign 

language. Often the connotation of proper names seems to be more important than 

their denotation. The passer-by will not easily overlook these proper names because 

of the prominent place they have in the linguistic landscape. Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) 

observe that the linguistic landscape is perceived by passers-by as a gestalt of 

physical objects like shops, post-offices, and kiosks, which are marked by written 

words. The authors argue that although the linguistic landscape is shaped by a large 
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variety of actors such as public institutions, associations, firms, and individuals that 

do not necessarily act coherently, the chaotic picture that it comes to compose is 

perceived as one structured space. A researcher who does not code proper names as 

foreign languages gets an incomplete picture of the linguistic landscape. Moreover, 

the possibility of the translation of names, however limited, shows that names can 

sometimes be part of specific languages. Although they do not account for that 

choice, many other linguistic landscape researchers did assign proper names to their 

language of origin. 

An argument against assigning proper names to their original language is the 

observation that proper names can be part of any language, depending on the context 

in which they occur. Korzilius et al. (2006) distinguish between names that ‘do’ or 

‘do not’ contain meaningful words, under the assumption that the latter are usually a 

given rather than a matter of choice. Yet, it seems that both types of names can 

actually be matters of choice, and the distinction between names that ‘do’ and those 

that ‘do not’ contain meaningful words seems quite subjective. 

Another, albeit provisional, solution to the problem of classification of proper 

names is to assign every name to its original language and code for every sign 

whether it consists of 1) proper name(s), 2) other text, or 3) both. This approach 

makes it possible to consider the different types of sign separately, and was applied 

in the present study. Note that this method differs from the method employed in the 

case study in subsection 4.4.1. In that case study all signs were coded twice. In the 

first analysis, proper names on a sign were left out of consideration but the 

remaining text (if any) was coded, whereas in the second analysis, proper names 

were treated the same as other words. The method of the larger study is less 

comprehensive because only the second analysis was carried out. 



  

5 RESULTS 
 
 
 
 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

As shown in Chapter 3, many different languages are spoken in the Netherlands, 

including Dutch, immigrant minority languages, and Frisian, a regional minority 

language. To find out the extent to which this multilingualism is expressed on signs 

in public space, the linguistic landscape in eight shopping areas was investigated: 

five in the capital Amsterdam, where immigration and tourism have given rise to 

linguistic diversity, and three in the province of Friesland, where both Dutch and 

Frisian are official languages. The particular shopping centres were chosen because 

the neighbourhoods in which they are situated differ substantially in their 

ethnolinguistic composition. All the signs in delimited survey areas  almost three 

thousand in total  were photographed and coded according to linguistic features 

(e.g. languages used, presence of translations), semiotic features (e.g. the order of 

the texts in different languages) and other features (e.g. government or private sign). 

The methodology of the empirical study was described extensively in Chapter 4. 

 In the present chapter the findings are presented in relation to the conceptual 

framework provided in Chapter 2. Some of the linguistic and semiotic phenomena 

that were found in the signs are discussed on the basis of pictures. As formulated in 

Chapter 2, the research questions of this study were as follows: 

 

1. To what extent does the linguistic landscape in the Netherlands reflect 

the languages spoken by the speech community? 

2. Which factors influence linguistic and semiotic properties of signs? 

 

The answers to these questions are at the heart of this chapter. First, the outcomes 

for the two field sites as a whole are compared in section 5.2. Subsequently, a more 

in-depth analysis of the details of the five survey areas inside Amsterdam (section 

5.3) and the three survey areas in Friesland (section 5.4) is made. The next step is to 

focus on the subset of multilingual signs. The properties of the signs in terms of 

translation and mixing are addressed in section 5.5. The way in which different 

types of actors shape the linguistic landscape is made clear in section 5.6, in order to 

determine the factors that influence properties of signs. Chapter 4 showed that 
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proper names play a special role in the linguistic landscape. The difference between 

names and other text on signs is discussed in section 5.7. In section 5.8, the results 

are compared to what was found in a previous study by Cenoz & Gorter (2006). 

Finally, in section 5.9 some conclusions are drawn. 

 

 

5.2 Comparison of Amsterdam and Friesland 
 

In this study, two multilingual areas in the Netherlands are considered: an urban 

metropolis and a more rural province. The first field site is Amsterdam, which is a 

dynamic cosmopolitan city with a relatively high percentage of immigrants, who in 

turn speak a multitude of immigrant minority languages. Amsterdam also attracts a 

large number of foreign tourists, many of whom speak English. This was discussed 

in detail in section 3.3. It is expected that these characteristics of the city are 

expressed in its linguistic landscape. The second field site is Friesland, which, as 

described in section 3.4, is a province of the Netherlands where, aside from Dutch, 

Frisian is actively used as a spoken language by over half of the population. 

However, this language has a relatively weak written tradition and only a minority 

of the speakers can write in Frisian. The provincial government and a number of 

municipalities have developed an active language policy to protect and promote the 

regional language. Expectations are that Frisian also has a presence in the linguistic 

landscape. 

 First of all, a comparison between the different field sites in this study is made 

in order to illuminate the extent to which the linguistic landscape reflects the 

languages spoken by the speech community. In this section, the survey areas in 

Amsterdam are taken together and compared to those in Friesland. As the survey 

areas were not drawn randomly, they are not representative of the linguistic 

landscapes of Amsterdam and Friesland as a whole, and one cannot generalise from 

the samples to any populations (for example, the complete collection of signs in 

Amsterdam or the Netherlands). This has to be kept in mind when considering the 

outcomes. 

 Table 5.1 gives an impression of the spread of languages on signs in the survey 

areas in both Amsterdam and Friesland. In all survey areas together, a total of 31 

different languages were found. Only the nine most-used languages are displayed 

here, in order of frequency. While the use of Spanish, the ninth and last language in 

the list, still has some significance, the use of Korean, the tenth language, is almost 

limited to the brand name Samsung. An overview of all languages found is given in 
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Appendix B. The categories ‘fantasy’ and ‘ambiguous’ were left out of 

consideration. 

 

Table 5.1 Languages on the signs in the combined survey areas in Amsterdam 

and Friesland (percentage)11 

 

  Amsterdam Friesland 

1 Dutch 76 79 

2 English 36 32 

3 French 3 6 

4 Frisian 0 10 

5 German 3 3 

6 Italian 1 3 

7 Turkish 3 0 

8 Arabic 2 0 

9 Spanish 1 1 

N  1,826 1,078 

 

In both the Amsterdam and Friesland survey areas the national language, Dutch, was 

used most frequently, followed by the international language English. Table 5.1 

shows an unexpectedly large gap in the percentages between Dutch and English and 

the remaining languages. Remarkably, in Friesland the dominance of Dutch and 

English over all other languages is similar to that in Amsterdam. The nine most 

common languages further include European languages that seem to have high 

prestige in advertising in the Netherlands (French, German, Italian, Spanish), Frisian 

(the regional minority language), and immigrant minority languages Turkish and 

Arabic. In general, minority languages do not appear very frequently on the signs. 

However, if one compares the distributions in the survey areas in Amsterdam and 

Friesland, differences in the ethnolinguistic composition of the two field sites do 

appear to manifest themselves in the linguistic landscape. In the Amsterdam survey 

areas Turkish and Arabic featured on some of the signs, showing the presence of 

immigrants, while in Friesland Frisian played a modest but significant role, showing 

that there are indeed speakers of this regional minority language. 

                                                           
11 If a sign contained both Dutch and English, for instance, it is represented twice in the table. Thus, the 
total percentages per field site exceed 100. Also the columns in Tables 5.4, 5.5, 5.9, 5.11 and 5.13 below 
as well as in Appendix B give percentages that add up to over 100 percent. As in this table, this is due to 
the occurrence of multilingual signs. 
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 A considerable share of the signs in the sample (about one in three) featured 

English. There are many possible reasons for the use of English in the linguistic 

landscape. The language may be used to address native speakers, such as tourists 

from the United Kingdom and the United States, or immigrants from Ghana. Since 

English is acquired as a second language in many countries around the world, it may 

also be used as a lingua franca in a multilingual environment. English may 

additionally be used for its prestige and positive connotations. In fact, most of the 

messages in English will be addressed to non-native speakers of that language, as in 

the Netherlands the number of people with English as their mother tongue is limited. 

Although in the combined survey areas in urban Amsterdam more English was used 

than in rural Friesland, the difference was not so large (36 versus 32 percent). 

 In Table 3.2 the 12 immigrant languages most frequently mentioned in Extra et 

al.’s (2002: 52-53) survey of school children were listed. Of these, Turkish, Arabic, 

English, French, German and Spanish are among the languages that were most 

frequently found in the investigated linguistic landscapes. The immigrant languages 

Hind(ustan)i, Papiamentu, Sranan and Chinese had a minimal presence, while 

Berber and Kurdish were not encountered at all. The latter are not only minority 

languages in the Netherlands, but also in Morocco and Turkey, where they do not 

receive much official recognition. Extra et al. show that of the immigrant languages, 

Turkish and Arabic are used in the largest number of homes of immigrant children. 

The present study shows that these are also the immigrant languages that, overall, 

occur most frequently in the linguistic landscapes of the sample. Extra et al.’s 

finding that Turkish and Arabic are spoken relatively frequently in the home is 

probably related to a relatively high proportion of writers and readers of signs who 

know one of these languages. 

 From their study in Israel, Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) conclude that linguistic 

landscape items are not faithfully representative of Israel’s linguistic repertoire. The 

present study in the Netherlands yields a similar outcome. Not all languages that are 

spoken have a presence in the survey areas. Languages of the larger minority groups 

are present in the linguistic landscape, but to a limited degree. The four structuration 

principles Ben-Rafael (2009) gives, as well as the three conditions for language 

choice formulated by Spolsky & Cooper (1991) as discussed in Chapter 2, both help 

to understand why the linguistic landscape is not a straightforward reflection of the 

languages spoken by the speech community. 

 The European languages French, German, Italian and Spanish had a certain 

presence in the survey areas in Amsterdam and Friesland. As said, these languages 

seem to carry prestige in advertising in the Netherlands, so they may serve to present 

advantageous images of the linguistic landscape actors. These languages do not 
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necessarily represent ethnolinguistic groups inside the area, but they are ‘outsider 

languages’ used, for example, in brand names. Haarmann (1986) calls this use of 

foreign languages ‘impersonal multilingualism’. This phenomenon is illustrated in 

the example of the sign from Bos en Lommerplein (Amsterdam) in Figure 5.1, 

where the name of a beer brand and the slogan are both in German. 

 

Figure 5.1 German brand name and slogan 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kelly-Holmes (2005: 49) discusses a similar advertisement for Warsteiner beer. She 

notes that the use of German alludes to the German brewing competence. Other 

brands, such as car brand Audi, make use of the fact that Germans are also known 

for their competence in engineering. Kelly-Holmes calls this country-of-origin-

based advertising. The European languages French, German, Italian and Spanish, 

which are among the most widely spoken official state languages in the present 

European Union, were also found to have some presence in the survey areas. 

 Although other languages were found, the large majority of the signs were in 

Dutch and/or English. Ben-Rafael’s (2009) good reasons principle may be at work 

here: actors adapt to the values of the public, so that their choices converge. 

 The discussion of the sociolinguistic context of the Netherlands in Chapter 3 

made it clear that the position of Dutch as the dominant language seems to be 

unchallenged by any other language. The principle of power relations as applied by 

Ben-Rafael (2009) may help to account for the fact that the language of the 

dominant ethnolinguistic group is used much more in the investigated linguistic 

landscapes than the languages of subordinate groups. 

 The principle of collective identity helps in understanding why some actors use 

minority languages on their signs. These languages may serve to exhibit the actors’ 

identity and their commitment to a minority group. The sign from Javastraat in 



CHAPTER 5 86

Figure 5.2 is an interesting illustration of how the languages spoken by minority 

groups can obtain a presence in the linguistic landscape. At the same time, the sign 

shows some accommodation to the majority. The sign gives the Arabic name of the 

shop Al Motahajiba, meaning ‘The Veiled Woman’, in both Arabic script and 

(transliterated) in Latin script, both written in green. It also tells what the shop sells: 

Islamitische Boeken en Kleding (‘Islamic Books and Clothing’). This text is both in 

Arabic and in Dutch, so part of the text is translated. It is a free translation, since the 

Arabic text translates as ‘Bookshop and Clothing for the Muslim Woman’. In both 

languages, the description is written in red. The two texts in Latin script (the Arabic 

Al Motahajiba and the Dutch Islamitische Boeken en Kleding) are written in 

different fonts. The font of the Arabic text is more decorative than that of the Dutch. 

Also, the two texts in Arabic script have different fonts. The sign is illustrated with a 

black picture of a veiled woman, so for those who can read Arabic (and Latin script) 

the name of the shop is in fact given three times: in Arabic script, transliterated in 

Latin script and as an image. The shop name has not been translated into Dutch. On 

the top line, the text in Latin script is positioned to the left and the text in Arabic 

script to the right. This layout seems obvious, as in both reading directions the 

appropriate text is the first one encountered. Remarkably, the order for the bottom 

line is the other way around, with the Arabic text in Arabic script on the left and the 

Dutch text on the right. The sign is clearly multimodal. With its scripts, fonts, 

colours and image, it conveys meaning verbally as well as visually. It is probably 

not a coincidence that the colours of the text  red and green  are the colours of 

the Moroccan flag. Ben-Rafael’s (2009) principle of collective identity may account 

for the linguistic and semiotic properties of this sign, as it exhibits a commitment to 

Islamic people. However, as minority languages feature on a limited percentage of 

the signs in this study, the principle of power relations seems to often have more 

weight in the Dutch context than the collective identity principle. 

 Apart from Ben-Rafael’s (2009) structuration principles, the outcome can also 

be interpreted in terms of Spolsky & Cooper’s (1991) conditions for language 

choice. The first is the sign-writer’s skill condition, that is to write signs in a 

language you know. As discussed in section 2.4, Spolsky (2009) emphasises that 

distributions of languages in speech and writing may be quite different. A certain 

state of literacy in a language is necessary for that language to be represented in the 

linguistic landscape. In Chapter 3 it was noted that Berber is a mainly oral language, 

and lacks a strong written tradition. This may be an important reason for why this 

immigrant minority language is completely lacking in the linguistic landscapes 

under study. 
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Figure 5.2 Arabic-Dutch sign 

 

 

The second rule is the presumed reader condition: preferring to write signs in the 

language or languages that intended readers are assumed to read. This rule accounts 

for the fact that many of the signs are written in Dutch or English, since these are the 

most widely known languages in the Netherlands (Eurobarometer 2006). As pointed 

out above, also Ben-Rafael’s (2009) good reasons principle may play a role here. 

 In Chapter 2, the linguistic landscape was related to ethnolinguistic vitality. The 

fact that 31 different languages have a certain presence (even if modest) in the 

survey areas under investigation may be seen as a token of the vitality of the 

ethnolinguistic groups concerned. On the other hand, many languages were not 

encountered at all. Whereas Kuiken (2005: 7) roughly estimates that almost two 

hundred home languages are spoken in Amsterdam, only 25 different languages 

were found in the Amsterdam survey areas, even though three of the five selected 

survey areas were situated in neighbourhoods where relatively high numbers of 

immigrants live. And while Van der Avoird et al. (2000) found that about fifty 

immigrant languages were used at the homes of primary-school children in 

Leeuwarden, the number of languages used on signs in the survey area was limited 

to 13. A number of languages spoken by immigrants do not have a (strong) written 

tradition. For the other immigrant languages their absence in the investigated 

linguistic landscapes is probably connected to a low ethnolinguistic vitality. 

 Ben-Rafael (2009) notes that the study of the prints of the collective identity 

principle in the linguistic landscape should be revealing of the vitality of particular 

societal cleavages. He posits that the more tolerant of sociocultural differences a 

setting is, the more the linguistic landscape should allow room for signs to express 

particular identities. In general, the immigrant minority languages spoken in 
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Amsterdam are not used very frequently on the signs there. This may be related to 

the social climate in the Netherlands, which does not encourage the use of 

immigrant languages. In casual conversation with some of the immigrant shop 

owners, they seemed to be proud of using Dutch on signs. Using Dutch is a symbol 

of assimilation and shop owners may wish to be identified with this language. 

 Until now, this section has dealt with the composition of the linguistic 

landscape as a whole, but it is also interesting to look at the linguistic makeup of the 

signs themselves. After all, a multilingual landscape may arise from the 

juxtaposition of monolingual signs in different languages, but the signs themselves 

may also be multilingual. The extent to which a speech community is multilingual 

may be expressed in the proportion of multilingual signs in the linguistic landscape. 

Table 5.2 gives some insight into the number of languages used on the signs in the 

survey areas in Amsterdam and Friesland. 

 

Table 5.2 Monolingual and multilingual signs in the combined survey areas in 

Amsterdam and Friesland (percentage) 

 

 Amsterdam Friesland 

Monolingual 73 69 

Multilingual 27 31 

N 1,826 1,078 

 

Table 5.2 shows that most of the signs were monolingual, both in Amsterdam and in 

Friesland. About 30 percent of the signs contained more than one language. In the 

survey areas in Amsterdam the share of multilingual signs was about the same as in 

Friesland. The order and the relative font sizes of the different languages on a sign 

may be revealing of the language relations in the speech community. In order to 

assess the relative importance given to each language, the languages on multilingual 

signs were coded in order of appearance, starting in the upper left corner of the sign, 

and in order of font size, moving from large to small. On multilingual signs in 

Amsterdam, Dutch (50 percent) or English (27 percent) was most often displayed 

first. Surprisingly Arabic, which was displayed first on 4 percent of the multilingual 

signs, takes the third place. In Amsterdam, on multilingual signs in which the 

languages have different font sizes, the language that was displayed the largest was 

generally Dutch (44 percent) or English (34 percent). The third language was again 

Arabic, which was written the largest on 5 percent of the multilingual signs (with 

unequal font sizes). In the survey area in Javastraat in particular, Arabic was 

relatively often the language displayed the largest. The other immigrant language 
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used relatively frequently, that is Turkish, was written the largest on only 2 percent 

of this kind of multilingual sign in the Amsterdam survey areas. It is striking that 

Arabic, which was found on the multilingual signs in Amsterdam either less 

frequently than, or as frequently as French, German and Turkish, appears to be 

displayed relatively prominently when the font size and order of languages are 

considered. This may indicate that actors who use Arabic on signs consider this 

language important. They give more importance to it than the actors who use 

Turkish give to the Turkish language, for example. 

 On multilingual signs in the survey areas in Friesland, as in Amsterdam, the 

language most often displayed first was Dutch (53 percent) or English (20 percent). 

Frisian, displayed first on 12 percent of the multilingual signs, took the third place. 

In Friesland, on multilingual signs with unequal font sizes, the language displayed 

largest was also mainly Dutch (41 percent) or English (32 percent). With 7 percent, 

Frisian was again the third language. Thus, the two measures of order produced 

similar results. In Amsterdam the three languages most often displayed both first 

and largest were Dutch, English and Arabic. In Friesland the top three was Dutch, 

English and Frisian for both measures. This tells us something about the relative 

importance actors attach to Dutch, English, Arabic and Frisian. 

 The third condition that Spolsky & Cooper (1991) formulate for language 

choice in public signage is preferring to write signs in your own language or in a 

language with which you wish to be identified. According to Spolsky (2009), this 

symbolic value condition accounts for the order of languages on multilingual signs. 

This would mean that many actors in the survey areas wish to be identified with 

Dutch or English. To a lesser but not negligible extent, Arabic (in the Amsterdam 

survey areas) and Frisian (in Friesland) appear to be languages of identification. 

 Table 5.1 above only gives the occurrence of the nine languages that were most 

frequently found on signs. Table 5.3 below gives an exhaustive overview of all the 

languages and combinations of languages on signs in the survey areas in Amsterdam 

and Friesland. Unlike in Table 5.1, here the total percentages do amount to 100. The 

languages were divided into the following six groups: 

 

1. National language Dutch 

2. International language English 

3. Immigrant minority languages Turkish and Arabic 

4. Regional minority language Frisian 

5. European languages French, German, Italian and Spanish 

6. Other languages 
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How the signs were made up was determined with regard to those language groups. 

This resulted in the 13 languages and combinations of languages given in Table 5.3. 

 

Table 5.3 (Combinations of) languages on the signs in the combined survey 

areas in Amsterdam and Friesland (percentage)12 

 

 Amsterdam Friesland 

Dutch 54 53 

English 17 12 

Immigrant language 1 - 

Frisian - 1 

European language 3 4 

Dutch + English 14 13 

Dutch + Immigrant language(s) 2 - 

Dutch + Frisian 0 7 

Dutch + European language(s) 2 2 

Dutch + Other language(s) 1 1 

English + Any other language(s) 2 3 

Dutch + English + Any other language(s) 4 4 

Any other language(s) 0 - 

N 1,826 1,078 

 

Table 5.3 makes it clear that there are interesting differences in the use of English, 

immigrant minority languages and Frisian between the survey areas in Amsterdam 

and in Friesland. Monolingual English signs occurred more frequently in the survey 

areas in Amsterdam. Signs with one or more immigrant languages, whether or not 

this was in combination with Dutch, were found in Amsterdam but not in Friesland. 

On the other hand, monolingual Frisian signs occurred in the survey areas in 

Friesland but not in Amsterdam, as could have been expected, and signs featuring 

both Dutch and Frisian were found much more frequently in Friesland than in 

Amsterdam. In fact, the only time Frisian was used in the survey areas in 

Amsterdam concerned Sonnema, the name of a Frisian brand of spirits. Although 

some Frisian was used in the survey areas in Friesland, it was mostly in combination 

with Dutch, and seldom (only on 1 percent of the signs) alone. 

                                                           
12 In Table 5.3 and in further tables, ‘-’ means that there are no cases, whereas a zero means that one or 
more cases were found, but the percentage was less than 0.5 and so the rounded percentage amounted to 
0. 
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 In the linguistic landscape of the Netherlands, Latin script is taken for granted. 

However, the presence of languages such as Arabic may lead to the use of other 

scripts as well. Such signs will only be understandable for those literate in the 

specific language. Usage of scripts other than Latin will make the signs more 

conspicuous and may give the impression of a larger presence of certain groups. The 

scripts on the signs were therefore coded. It appears that scripts other than Latin do 

not play a significant role. Only in the survey area in Javastraat (Amsterdam) did 2 

percent of the signs not contain any Latin script. Arabic script was used there 

instead. Table 5.4 below demonstrates how a relatively large amount of signs in 

Javastraat include the Arabic language. Other scripts that were found in the survey 

areas are those of Chinese, Japanese, Greek and Hebrew. Non-Latin scripts 

occurring on more than 0.5 percent of the signs in a survey area were Arabic in 

Javastraat (5 percent) and Bos en Lommerplein (1 percent), Chinese in Javastraat (3 

percent) and Kalverstraat (1 percent), and Japanese in Kalverstraat (1 percent). 

 In this section it was shown that the linguistic landscapes in Amsterdam and 

Friesland differ most of all in the use of minority languages. In Amsterdam some of 

the signs analysed include immigrant minority languages, whereas in Friesland some 

of the signs contain regional minority language Frisian. Regarding the first research 

question, it can be concluded that the linguistic landscape only reflects the languages 

spoken by the speech community to some extent. Many other factors play a role, 

such as power relations, prestige, symbolic value, identity issues, vitality and 

literacy. In the following sections, the survey areas in Amsterdam and Friesland are 

analysed separately in order to see if this general answer to the first research 

question will hold. 

 

 

5.3 Amsterdam 
 

In this section, the individual survey areas in Amsterdam are addressed. They vary 

in the percentage of immigrants and Dutch people living in the neighbourhood, but 

also in the number of tourists that visit the areas. Rooswijck is a shopping centre in a 

neighbourhood where mainly Dutch people live, and Kalverstraat is the main 

shopping street in the centre of Amsterdam, which is visited by many tourists. Bos 

en Lommerplein, Javastraat and Ganzenpoort are shopping centres in different 

neighbourhoods, where relatively many immigrants live. Table 5.4 shows the 

distribution of languages on signs in these survey areas. 
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Table 5.4 Languages on the signs in the various survey areas in Amsterdam 

(percentage) 

 

 Rooswijck Kalverstraat Bos en 

Lommerplein 

Javastraat Ganzenpoort 

Dutch*13 84 53 86 78 74 

English* 36 50 24 35 40 

French* 4 3 1 2 3 

Frisian 0 - - - - 

German 3 4 3 3 2 

Italian* 1 7 - 0 1 

Turkish* 0 - 8 2 1 

Arabic* - - 2 8 2 

Spanish* 0 5 0 2 0 

N 337 292 441 254 502 

* p < .05 

 

Table 5.4 makes clear that in the Rooswijck survey area, which is situated in a 

neighbourhood where mainly Dutch people live, a relatively large share of the signs 

contain Dutch. Of the immigrant languages, Turkish is hardly used and Arabic does 

not occur at all. As noted in Chapter 4, a considerable Jewish community and also a 

relatively large number of Japanese immigrants reside in the surrounding area. The 

sign of a dry cleaner in the Rooswijck survey area displayed in Figure 5.3 is an 

indication that the sign’s author was aware of the presence of different 

ethnolinguistic groups. The sign welcomes potential customers in English, French, 

Japanese and Hebrew. English and French may be meant to address Western 

immigrants (other than the Japanese). Table 4.1 in Chapter 4 already showed that 

one in five people populating the neighbourhood was a Western immigrant. 

 

                                                           
13 In Table 5.4 and in further tables, an asterisk indicates a statistically significant difference at the 0.05 
level of probability. In this case, it means that the differences found in the presence of Dutch on signs in 
the different survey areas are significant. Heterogeneity sampling rather than random sampling was 
conducted, so the survey areas are not random samples of the linguistic landscape in Amsterdam. 
However, the eight survey areas may be regarded as random samples of the different shopping centres. 
Therefore, it was considered reasonable to test the significance. 
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Figure 5.3 Sign featuring English, French, Japanese and Hebrew 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the survey area in Kalverstraat, the central shopping street, Dutch and English are 

present in nearly equal amounts. In Kalverstraat the relative amount of Dutch is 

lower and that of English is higher than in the other, less central neighbourhoods. 

This may be due to the large amount of tourists visiting the centre of Amsterdam. 

The largest groups of foreign tourists are from the English-speaking countries the 

United Kingdom and the United States, and English also seems an appropriate 

language to address tourists from various other countries. Shop owners in 

Kalverstraat may deliberately use English to try to sell their goods to these foreign 

tourists. In other words, the good reasons principle (Ben-Rafael 2009) may play a 

role here. Using English does not exclude possible Dutch customers, as many of 

them will also be able to understand English signs. If one only considers signs with 

solely ‘other text’, and not proper names, the contrast between Kalverstraat and the 

other survey areas is even more striking. Whereas in Kalverstraat, 38 percent of 

these signs included English, the percentage in Rooswijck, Bos en Lommerplein, 

Javastraat and Ganzenpoort only ranged from 5 to 15. The fact that the English 

language is used more often for transmitting factual information in Kalverstraat than 

in the other survey areas makes it plausible that the presence of foreign tourists as 

presumed readers has contributed to the relatively high presence of English in this 

survey area. 

 One has to take the fact that the survey areas differ with respect to the type of 

establishments into account. In the survey area in Kalverstraat, half of the 

establishments belonged to international chains, for example Orange, Vero Moda 

and Yves Rocher. In contrast, the survey area in Javastraat included no international 

or national chains at all, and the large majority of the establishments were 
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independent. Shops within different sectors were also not evenly distributed over the 

survey areas. The survey area in Kalverstraat had a large proportion of clothing 

shops, whereas the survey area in Ganzenpoort had a relatively large amount of food 

shops. Information about the establishments in the survey areas is given in Appendix 

C. The differences in language use on signs between different sectors and types of 

establishment are discussed in section 5.6. 

Of the immigrant languages, Turkish occurred most frequently in the sample, 

although the Turks do not constitute the largest immigrant group in Amsterdam. For 

example, although the Moroccans slightly outnumber the Turks in the 

neighbourhood around Bos en Lommerplein, more Turkish than Arabic was used. 

This may be related to the fact that Turkish is one of the most vital immigrant 

languages in the Netherlands (Extra et al. 2002). As argued in section 3.2, the 

representation of immigrants in the retail trade may also have had its influence on 

the use of immigrant languages in the linguistic landscape. In the Netherlands there 

are more entrepreneurs of Turkish origin than Moroccan (Vereniging van Kamers 

van Koophandel 2005). This probably also holds for shop owners. The Turkish 

community may also be more prone to display its collective identity than the 

Moroccan community. As said in section 3.3, there is much more of a sense of 

overall community in the Turkish immigrant group than in that of the Moroccans 

(Hinskens & Muysken 2007). It is not clear why, in the Bos en Lommerplein survey 

area, Dutch occurs relatively frequently and English relatively little. It is 

conceivable that Dutch there is used as a lingua franca to reach as many 

ethnolinguistic groups as possible. In Ganzenpoort, as discussed later, English seems 

to have this function instead. 

The Javastraat survey area especially stands out because of the relatively high 

proportion of signs that included Arabic. This finding is probably related to a high 

presence of speakers of this language in the neighbourhood. As shown in Table 4.1, 

more than one in five residents is Moroccan, so actors may assume a relatively large 

share of the readers to know Arabic. 

In the survey area in Ganzenpoort, more English was used than in the other 

residential areas of Rooswijck, Bos en Lommerplein and Javastraat. It may well be 

the case that there are more native speakers living within the immediate area of 

Ganzenpoort, immigrants from Ghana, for example, where English is the official 

language. English may also be used as a lingua franca between people from many 

different countries. Although many Surinamese people live in and around 

Ganzenpoort, not much Sranan is used on the signs. Sranan is not very vital in the 

Netherlands (Extra et al. 2002), and a large majority of the Surinamese immigrants 

are proficient in Dutch (Turkenburg & Gijsberts 2007) because in the former colony 



RESULTS 95

of Suriname, Dutch is the official language. Moreover, Sranan is hardly used in its 

written form. A poster advertising a festival, which was encountered five times in 

the Ganzenpoort survey area said, regarding the time: 21:00 - BAM. Tot bam is a 

Surinamese Dutch expression meaning ‘until daybreak’. Although the word BAM is 

Dutch, it does indicate the presence of immigrants from Suriname. So do the words 

séké séké (‘to shake’) on the same poster. These words are Aukan, another language 

that is spoken in Suriname. Additionally, on signs in Ganzenpoort some Chinese and 

Hindi was used. These are also among the many languages spoken in Suriname. 

In all survey areas in Amsterdam, the majority of the signs contained one 

language. The different survey areas show remarkably little variation as to the 

proportions of monolingual and multilingual signs, so it is not the case that more 

multilingual signs occur in more mixed neighbourhoods. Thus, a greater extent of 

multilingualism in the speech community does not result in a larger share of 

multilingual signs. 

 The differences between the survey areas in Amsterdam that came to light in 

this section suggest once again that the linguistic landscape is not a direct reflection 

of the languages spoken by the speech community, but in complex ways is also 

influenced by other factors. 

 

 

5.4 Friesland 
 

The previous section dealt with the languages on signs in the survey areas in 

Amsterdam. Now we move on to the individual survey areas in Friesland. Section 

5.2 already made it clear that Frisian has a small presence in the linguistic landscape 

of Friesland, no more than 10 percent overall. Three survey areas in different 

municipalities were chosen. Wirdumerdijk is a central shopping street in the 

provincial capital of Leeuwarden, Dijkstraat is the main shopping street of the small 

town of Franeker, and Schoolstraat is the main shopping street of the village of 

Burgum. As shown in Chapter 4, the municipalities in which the survey areas are 

situated differed with regard to the proportion of native Frisian speakers. In the 

municipality of Tytsjerksteradiel, where Burgum is located, the percentage was the 

highest, and it was lowest in Leeuwarden. In Chapter 4 the differences in language 

policy between the three municipalities were also discussed. The municipality of 

Tytsjerksteradiel is relatively active in its policy to encourage the use of Frisian. 

Table 5.5 shows the distribution of languages occurring on the signs in the three 

survey areas. 
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Table 5.5 Languages on the signs in the survey areas in Friesland (percentage) 

 

 Leeuwarden  Franeker  Burgum 

Dutch 80 79 79 

English 31 32 34 

French 6 7 4 

Frisian* 0 15 15 

German 4 2 3 

Italian* 1 1 7 

Turkish 0 - - 

Arabic - - 0 

Spanish* 0 3 0 

N 355 349 374 

* p < .05 

 

Table 5.5 demonstrates that some Frisian is used in the survey areas in Franeker and 

Burgum, but that it hardly occurs in the more urban Leeuwarden survey area. This is 

probably related to the higher proportion of native Frisian speakers in Burgum and 

Franeker. Monolingual Frisian signs did not occur in the survey area in Leeuwarden. 

In Franeker and Burgum they made up 3 and 2 percent of the signs respectively. In 

Franeker, of the signs with only ‘other text’, and not proper names, 7 percent 

included Frisian. In the other two survey areas, none of these signs contained the 

regional minority language. 

As in Amsterdam, there were differences between the survey areas where type 

of establishment is concerned. In the central shopping street survey area in 

Leeuwarden, the percentage of international chains was remarkably high. The 

percentage of national chains was high there as well. There were no regional chains 

at all in this survey area, and the percentage of independent establishments was low. 

The small portion of establishments with regional or local roots in the Leeuwarden 

survey area may account for the very small number of signs in Frisian. On the other 

hand, the survey area in Burgum had a high percentage of independent 

establishments. Regarding the distribution of shops within the different sectors over 

the survey areas, the survey area in the central shopping street in Franeker stands out 

because of its high percentage of clothing shops (see Appendix C). 

 In the survey area in Burgum the percentage of multilingual signs was higher 

than in the other survey areas in Friesland. As in the other areas, most of the signs in 

Burgum included Dutch. The fact that the official name of the village has been 

Frisian since 1989 (it formerly had the Dutch name Bergum) contributed to the 
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relatively large number of multilingual signs, as several signs display the place name 

 the sign in Figure 5.4, for instance.  

 

Figure 5.4 Sign displaying the place name Burgum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The word written the largest on the sign in Figure 5.4 is BURGUM, the village’s 

official Frisian name, and also part of the name of the shop concerned. The words 

SCHOENMAKERIJ-SLEUTELSERVICE describe what kind of shop it is: a 

shoemaker and key service. LEVEN OP GEZONDE VOET is a slogan roughly 

translated as ‘live on healthy footing’. Both the description and the slogan are in 

Dutch. In the lower left-hand corner of this sign, hardly visible in Figure 5.4, details 

about the maker of the sign are given  Reclame Schilders Atelier (‘Advertising 

Painters Studio’) D. de Haan, in the Frisian village Stiens. The street where this 

studio is situated, It Noarderfjild, also has a Frisian name. So here the use of Frisian, 

limited to a place name and a street name, results from the official language policy, 

among other factors. 

 Using Frisian on signs may also be a more deliberate choice made by a 

shopkeeper. This is illustrated in Figure 5.5, which displays a Frisian-Dutch sign 

with the opening hours of an ice cream parlour in Dijkstraat, the main shopping 

street of Franeker. 

 In this sign, the Frisian text on top is larger than the Dutch text at the bottom. 

The texts are word-for-word translations. In an interview (Bierma 2008), one of the 

owners of this ice cream parlour gave three reasons for using Frisian. Firstly, they 

used it because Frisian is “really important” to the owners. They “think, write, 

speak, email, and do everything in Frisian”. They “feel closely connected to the 

language”. Later the owners found out that it was actually good for their business, 
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too. Their signs made them stand out. People liked it, and it worked as a 

conversation starter. Finally, “It is also a bit of promotion of the language.” These 

reasons are, among other factors, related to Ben-Rafael’s (2009) principle of 

presentation of self. Through their linguistic choices, the actors try to attract the 

attention of passers-by by presenting advantageous images of themselves and by 

showing their uniqueness. Spolsky & Cooper’s (1991) symbolic value condition 

accounts for the order of the languages, with Frisian first, and the fact that the 

Frisian text is written the largest. 

 

Figure 5.5 Frisian-Dutch sign  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Hyke Bierma 

 

The comparison of the survey areas in Friesland in this section shows that in this 

province the linguistic landscape also reflects the languages spoken by the speech 

community to some extent. The interplay of both this and other factors results in the 

current appearance of the linguistic landscape. The next section focuses on 

translation and mixing on multilingual signs. 

 

 

5.5 Translation and Mixing 
 

While the previous sections (5.2, 5.3 and 5.4) dealt with the first research question, 

in the present section as well as in sections 5.6 and 5.7 answers are sought to the 

second research question, that is which factors influence linguistic and semiotic 

properties of signs? As can be seen in Table 5.2 above, in the survey areas in 
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Amsterdam 27 percent of the signs are written in more than one language, and in 

Friesland this number is 31 percent. In Chapter 2 it was shown that on multilingual 

signs, the information in different languages may either be the same or 

complementary (Reh 2004; Sebba 2007). In the first case, the texts are translations 

of each other, whereas in the second case texts in different languages are mixed. 

Translation and mixing may also be combined on a single sign. In this study, the 

occurrence on the signs of translations (categories: word-for-word translation, free 

translation, partial translation, and no translation) and language mixing (categories: 

mixing on text level, mixing on sentence level, mixing on word level, mixing on 

more than one level, and no mixing) were coded. The percentage of multilingual 

signs including translation and mixing in all survey areas combined can be found in 

Table 5.6. 

 

Table 5.6 Translation and mixing on multilingual signs in all survey areas 

combined (percentage) 

 

Translation  1 

Word-for-word translation 1  

Free translation 0  

Partial translation 0  

Mixing  92 

Mixing on text level 47  

Mixing on sentence level 31  

Mixing on word level 3  

Mixing on more than one level 11  

Both translation and mixing  7 

Word-for-word translation + Mixing on text level 2  

Word-for-word translation + Mixing on word level 0  

Word-for-word translation + Mixing on more than one level 0  

Free translation + Mixing on text level 1  

Free translation + Mixing on more than one level 0  

Partial translation + Mixing on text level 4  

Partial translation + Mixing on sentence level 0  

Partial translation + Mixing on more than one level 0  

N  799 

 

Table 5.6 demonstrates that the mixing of languages occurs much more often than 

translation. This means that the texts in different languages usually give 
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complementary information. Similarly, in her study in Lira (Uganda) Reh (2004) 

encountered many more examples of complementary multilingualism than 

duplicating. Table 5.6 further shows that, of the forms of mixing on multilingual 

signs, mixing on text level occurs most frequently, followed by mixing on a 

sentence level. Mixing on word level is rare. If one compares the different survey 

areas, no clear pattern emerges. It does not seem to be the case that more fluid forms 

of language mixing are related to more densely multilingual environments. 

 In the survey area in Javastraat, the highest share of translations was found, 

most of which were partial translations. In the survey area in Burgum the share of 

translations was the lowest. This may be due to the fact that geographical names, 

such as the place name Burgum, were often written in Frisian. Generally, these 

names are not translated. 

 An example of mixing on a text level is the combination of the English 

sentences BUDGET PRICE! BUDGET PRICE! and the Dutch sentences ZEEMAN 

BUDGET WEKEN! (‘Zeeman budget weeks’) and Profiteer ervan! (‘Take 

advantage of it!’) on a sign. This is shown in Figure 5.6. The sign belongs to the 

clothing shop Zeeman on Bos en Lommerplein. The English in the sign seems to be 

used for its prestige and positive connotations. 

 

Figure 5.6 Mixing on text level (1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A further example of mixing on a text level is shown in Figure 5.7. 
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Figure 5.7 Mixing on text level (2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The hand-written multilingual sign displayed in Figure 5.7 was from Kalverstraat 

and was placed by the shoe shop Destroy. The sign starts with the English brand 

name Taft and the English word shoes. Below that, the Dutch text nieuwe kollektie 

(meaning ‘new collection’) is followed by the English ask for your size. The texts in 

English and Dutch are not translations, but rather complement each other. This is a 

case of written code-switching. The English text ask for your size is probably 

directed at foreign tourists, unlike the sentences BUDGET PRICE! BUDGET 

PRICE! in Figure 5.6. The word kollektie should actually be spelled as collectie 

according to the official Dutch spelling. 

 An instance of mixing on the sentence level is DENTAL TECHNIEK OOST 

meaning ‘Dental Technique East’. The words TECHNIEK and OOST are Dutch, but 

the English word DENTAL is not an established loanword in Dutch (Den Boon & 

Geeraerts 2005). Mixing on text or sentence level often involves the use of a name 

in a language different to the surrounding words. Mixing on word level is 

exemplified by the word slagroomschnitte (‘whipped cream slice’), which was 

considered to be Dutch and German, as slagroom is Dutch and the German part, 

schnitte, does not appear in the Van Dale dictionary (Den Boon & Geeraerts 2005). 

 A further example of mixing on word level is given in Figure 5.8. 
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Figure 5.8 Mixing on word level 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.8 shows a part of a Dutch-Turkish sign of an independent restaurant named 

Kral Sofrasi (meaning ‘King’s Table’). This restaurant is situated on Bos en 

Lommerplein in Amsterdam. The text  SCHOTEL is an example of mixing on 

word level. i  is a Turkish dish and schotel means ‘dish’ in Dutch. In fact, the s 

with the diacritic does not occur in Dutch spelling, nor does a dotted capital I. These 

diacritics make the form stand out as being Turkish. As  SCHOTEL would be a 

compound in Dutch, it was considered a single word. 

 As shown in Table 5.6, translation and mixing are sometimes combined on a 

single sign. An interesting example of this is given in Figure 5.9. 

 

Figure 5.9 Translation and mixing 
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The Dutch-English shop sign in Figure 5.9 is from the Amsterdam shopping centre 

Ganzenpoort, and it was placed by a photography shop named Fototeq. The sign 

shows examples of both translation and mixing. Coloured is a literal translation of 

gekleurde. Pasfoto’s is only in Dutch and means ‘passport photographs’. Minutes is 

again an English word. The 4 and the 5 may have been written in numbers on 

purpose, so they can be both Dutch and English. The letters and numbers on the sign 

are written in red, yellow and white. The colourful text stresses the colour of the 

pictures. 

 This section showed that on multilingual signs, the information in different 

languages is much more often complementary (mixing) than the same (translation). 

As Reh (2004) notes, complementary multilingual texts presuppose multilingual 

readers, since knowledge of all the languages involved is necessary to understand 

the whole message. In the context of the Netherlands, the presupposed 

multilingualism should be put into perspective, however. As will become clear in 

section 5.7, much of the multilingualism in the signs comes about as a result of the 

use of proper names, rather than other text, in additional languages. Of all the forms 

of mixing, mixing on the text level occurs most frequently, whereas mixing on the 

word level hardly occurs. This may point to a relatively low level of contact between 

the languages used. 

 

 

5.6 Actors 
 

In this section, factors relating to the type of actor are discussed in order to find out 

if they influence linguistic and semiotic properties of signs. Government versus 

private actors, actors related to different sectors and actors associated with different 

types of establishment are all considered. 

 Signs may be written by government agencies or by private actors. The sample 

comprises many more private signs than government ones; only 2 percent of all the 

signs were issued by a government agency. As noted in Chapter 3, the linguistic 

landscape in the Netherlands is not regulated by an official language policy, except 

for place names and street names on government signs in Friesland (Gorter 2006a). 

The distribution of languages on government and private signs in the survey areas in 

Amsterdam and Friesland is displayed in Table 5.7. 
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Table 5.7 (Combinations of) languages on signs issued by government agencies 

and by private actors in Amsterdam and Friesland (percentage)  

 

 Amsterdam Friesland 
 Govern-

ment  
Private  Govern-

ment  
Private  

Dutch 97 53 63 52 

English - 18 - 13 

Immigrant language - 1 - - 

Frisian - - - 1 

European language - 3 - 4 

Dutch + English - 14 - 13 

Dutch + Immigrant language(s) - 2 - - 

Dutch + Frisian - 0 27 6 

Dutch + European language(s) - 2 - 2 

Dutch + Other language(s) - 1 10 1 

English + Other language(s) - 2 - 3 

Dutch + English + Other language(s) 3 4 - 4 

Other language(s) - 0 - 1 

N 38 1,788 30 1,048 

 
The results in Table 5.7 show that Dutch is used on all of the government signs, 

sometimes in combination with one or more other languages. On government signs, 

almost only the official languages of the Netherlands  Dutch and Frisian  are 

used. The full dataset comprises 16 street signs. In both Amsterdam and the three 

survey areas in Friesland, all street signs were in monolingual Dutch. The languages 

used on private signs are more diverse. More than one in three private signs contains 

English. Furthermore, on the government signs only Latin script is used, whereas 

other scripts such as Arabic appear on some of the private signs as well. According 

to a Canadian study (Leclerc 1989) which was mentioned in Chapter 2, private signs 

usually have more languages than government signs. In the present study, the same 

was found. It makes sense that government signs show less linguistic diversity, 

because governments usually aim at linguistic homogeneity, and they often limit 

themselves to official languages. 

 Whereas the proportion of private signs exclusively in Dutch was about equal in 

Amsterdam and Friesland, there was a difference in the government signs: in 

Amsterdam nearly all of them were monolingual Dutch, but in Friesland more than a 

quarter of the government signs included both Dutch and Frisian. Table 5.8 gives the 



RESULTS 105

percentage of monolingual and multilingual signs issued by government agencies 

and by private actors. 

 

Table 5.8 Monolingual and multilingual signs issued by government agencies 

and by private actors (percentage) 

 

 Government agency Private actor 

Monolingual 81 71 

Multilingual 19 29 

N 68 2,836 

p = .09 

 

Table 5.8 shows that most of the signs issued by government agencies were 

monolingual. In fact, only 13 of the government signs displayed more than one 

language. None of these included a translation. Of the multilingual government 

signs, nine belonged to Streekcentrum de Skûle, a regional centre in Franeker. Two 

other signs concerned a plaque on the former town hall in Franeker which includes 

the names of people in languages other than Dutch, and a memorial tablet on a 

former orphanage with text in both Dutch and Latin (also in Franeker). The other 

multilingual government signs were licence cards to display articles in Javastraat 

(Amsterdam), which were provided by the municipality. All the text on these cards 

was in Dutch, except the names of the shops concerned. It can thus be concluded 

that principally, the government only uses Dutch (as well as some Frisian in 

Friesland) on their signs. 

To find out whether the domain of commercial activity is related to the 

language on the signs belonging to shops, these signs were classified into seven 

sectors, as shown in Chapter 4: 

 

1. Pharmacy 

2. Housewares 

3. Food 

4. Books 

5. Electronics and music 

6. Clothing 

7. Assorted goods 

 

The distribution of languages on signs for the different sectors is given in Table 5.9. 
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Table 5.9 Languages on the signs in the seven sectors (percentage) 

 

 P H F B E C A 

Dutch* 91 89 81 85 77 63 76 

English* 24 21 28 11 59 42 38 

French* 6 2 5 - 2 5 2 

Frisian* - - 2 4 0 6 1 

German 3 6 3 3 4 2 2 

Italian* - 2 2 - 0 6 1 

Turkish* - 1 5 9 2 1 1 

Arabic* - 7 4 3 1 1 - 

Spanish* - - 2 - - 3 1 

N 188 124 352 116 363 789 291 

* p < .05 

 
P = pharmacy, H = housewares, F = food, B = books, E = electronics and music, C = clothing, 
A = assorted goods 
 

As in the study in Israel by Ben-Rafael et al. (2006), this study shows that the 

proportions of the languages used on signs belonging to shops differ according to 

the sector in question. In Table 5.9 it can be seen that the pharmacy and housewares 

sectors have the highest percentage of Dutch, whereas the clothing sector uses the 

least. Especially striking is the high percentage of signs in the electronics and music 

sector that include English. Kelly-Holmes (2005: 70) observes that the dominance of 

English in technical and scientific domains has resulted in its use in a number of 

areas of advertising. Indeed, the electronics and music sector comprises an area of 

advertising that is closely related to technology, and many signs in this sector list the 

technical information of the products offered. This probably accounts for the use of 

English. 

 Languages other than Dutch or English, including French, Turkish, Chinese and 

Arabic, are most often used on signs in the food sector. As pointed out in Chapter 3, 

immigrant entrepreneurs in the food and catering industries often aim at customers 

from the same ethnic group (Kloosterman et al. 1999). By using these languages 

actors may want to show clearly to which group they belong. Of the four 

structuration principles that Ben-Rafael (2009) suggests to help understand the 

diversity in the linguistic landscape, collective identity may be especially relevant 

here, which implies that actors in multicultural societies show their likeness to a part 

of the public. When discussing the collective identity principle, Ben-Rafael (2009) 

gives the example of food shops which display kosher or halal, thus unambiguously 
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defining their intended customers. The same goal can be reached through language 

choice. Since only signs that belong to shops were classified into sectors, the food 

sector does not include signs put up by establishments in the categories of restaurant, 

ice cream parlour and take-away food. A look at the languages used on signs in all 

these categories combined also reveals a relatively high occurrence of languages 

other than Dutch or English. 

 The Italian language is closely connected to the fashion field. This has resulted 

in a relatively high percentage of signs featuring Italian in the clothing sector. Note 

that the use of Italian is not restricted to brands with an Italian origin. Vero Moda, 

for instance, is the name of a Danish fashion brand. In fact, Vera Moda would have 

been correct in Italian. 

Non-Latin scripts are especially used in the food sector (4 percent of the signs 

included Arabic and 2 percent included Chinese script) and the books sector (2 

percent included Arabic script). Using Arabic or Chinese script may give the 

establishment an aura of authenticity, more so than if Arabic or Chinese are written 

in a Latin script. The script used emphasises the actors’ commitment to a minority 

group, and may be related to the collective identity principle. 

The percentage of monolingual and multilingual signs in the seven sectors is 

given in Table 5.10. 

 
Table 5.10 Monolingual and multilingual signs in the seven sectors (percentage) 

 

 P H F B E C A 

Monolingual 77 73 69 86 56 72 71 

Multilingual 23 27 31 14 44 28 29 

N 188 124 352 116 363 789 291 

p < .05 

 
P = pharmacy, H = housewares, F = food, B = books, E = electronics and music, C = clothing, 
A = assorted goods 

 

As can be seen in Table 5.10, the degree of multilingualism is higher in the 

electronics and music sector than in the other sectors. Table 5.9 already revealed that 

this is mainly due to the use of English in addition to Dutch in this sector. The 

highest percentage of monolingual signs is found in the books sector. 

 In the previous paragraphs the shops in the sample were divided into different 

sectors. Now the establishments are classified in another way. The survey areas 

include local independent businesses, as well as chains with headquarters elsewhere, 

subdivided into shops that are part of regional, national, and international chains. 
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The distribution of languages on signs for the four types of establishment is shown 

in Table 5.11. 

 

Table 5.11 Languages on signs for the four types of establishment (percentage) 

 

 International chain National chain Regional chain Independent 

Dutch* 75 88 71 73 

English* 44 24 33 40 

French 4 3 6 4 

Frisian* 0 0 13 5 

German 4 1 3 3 

Italian* 3 4 1 1 

Turkish* 0 0 4 3 

Arabic* - - 4 2 

Spanish* - 0 2 2 

N 582 596 297 1,233 

* p < .05 

 

The total number of signs in Table 5.9 and in Table 5.10 is smaller than that in Table 

5.11, because in the former only the signs belonging to shops were considered, 

whereas in the latter signs belonging to other types of establishment such as 

restaurants were also regarded. Table 5.11 makes it clear that, regarding the use of 

Dutch and English, establishments that are part of national chains particularly stand 

out in that they use more Dutch and less English on their signs than do other types of 

establishment. Independent establishments tend to use about the same amount of 

English as international chains. Frisian was mainly used by establishments that were 

part of regional chains or were independently owned as these businesses are rooted 

in the province. Similar patterns were found in Amsterdam for minority languages 

Turkish and Arabic. Italian, on the other hand, was mainly used by establishments 

that are part of international or national chains. 

 The percentage of monolingual and multilingual signs for the four types of 

establishment is given in Table 5.12. 
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Table 5.12 Monolingual and multilingual signs for the four types of establishment 

(percentage) 

 

 International 
chain 

National 
chain 

Regional 
chain 

Independent 

Monolingual 71 81 64 66 

Multilingual 29 19 36 34 

N 582 596 297 1,233 

p < .05 

 

Table 5.12 shows that, in general, establishments belonging to national chains use 

more monolingual signs than other types of establishment. As shown in Table 5.11, 

this is due to the fact that establishments part of national chains use relatively little 

English (the international language), Frisian, Turkish and Arabic (regional and 

immigrant minority languages). With regard to the use of translation and mixing, 

there is not much difference between the types of establishment. 

 Note that there are signs on which an establishment has no influence. These 

include posters promoting a local event, which someone asked the employees to 

hang in their shop window, and security information, which is a standard sticker 

designed by a security company. This has probably made the differences between 

the sectors and between the types of establishment less clear-cut. 

 In order to find out how the commercial linguistic landscape is constructed and 

what the factors determining the language choices for signs are, Bierma (2008) 

interviewed owners and managers of 11 of the 19 commercial establishments within 

the section of Dijkstraat, constituting the survey area in Franeker. Five of these were 

owners of independent establishments, four were managers of establishments 

belonging to a regional chain, one was a manager of an establishment that was part 

of a national chain, and one was a manager of an establishment that belonged to an 

international chain. Bierma found that not all of these owners and managers were the 

actual persons in charge of the signs appearing on the establishments. Only the four 

owners of independent establishments and two of the managers of establishments 

that were part of regional chains counted as LL-actors, as defined by Ben-Rafael et 

al. (2006: 27), since they concretely participated in the shaping of the linguistic 

landscape by ordering or constructing signs. The managers of establishments 

belonging to national or international chains that Bierma interviewed said that all of 

their signs were provided by the main office, ensuring the uniformity of all shops 

within the chain. 
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When asked about their points of attention in making a sign, only one of the 

actors spontaneously mentioned the issue of language choice, namely her policy of 

bilingual Frisian-Dutch signs. Bierma asked the shop owners and managers their 

reasons for using or not using Dutch, English and Frisian. When asked why they 

used Dutch on their signs, many interviewees initially showed some confusion at the 

question, because they took the use of Dutch for granted. Eventually, they either 

answered that they did so because everyone could read it, or because it was the 

common or logical thing to do. These answers resemble the findings of Malinowski 

(2009). As discussed in Chapter 2, he conducted interviews with Korean-American 

business owners in a neighbourhood in Oakland, California. Over half of the 

business owners who had designed their own signs appeared to have included 

English by convention: “This is America”. 

In Bierma’s study, the actors (aware of) using English words on their signs said 

that they did so because of the connotational attractiveness of the language (‘It 

sounds better’, ‘It sounds cooler’). Two actors mentioned a business reason for not 

using English, namely that it was not understood by (all of) the target audience. Two 

others stated that it was just unnecessary, because there were hardly any foreigners 

in Franeker. Frisian was used systematically on the signs of one actor, namely one of 

the owners of the ice cream parlour mentioned in section 5.4, who gave three 

reasons: it marked their identity (‘Frisian is really important to us’), it promoted the 

language, and, finally, it was commercially attractive (‘It makes us stand out’, ‘It is a 

conversation starter’). Two other actors that occasionally used Frisian on their signs 

also did so for commercial attractiveness (‘To boost the trade’, ‘To distinguish 

myself from other businesses’). On the other hand, several reasons for not using 

Frisian were also mentioned by the actors. Some actors had internal reasons: they 

could not speak or write Frisian, or personally disliked Frisian. External reasons 

were also mentioned: the target audience supposedly could not read Frisian or 

supposedly disliked Frisian. Two actors said that it was not necessary because the 

Frisians knew that they could speak Frisian in the establishment anyway. In Chapter 

2, the informational function of the linguistic landscape was discussed. The 

prevalence of a language on signs indicated, among other things, that this language 

can be used in establishments (Landry & Bourhis 1997). The answer of the latter 

two actors shows that they did not use the language on signs to make this clear. 

The outcomes of Bierma’s interviews can also be linked to the ideas of Spolsky 

& Cooper (1991) and Ben-Rafael (2009). Avoiding the use of Frisian on signs 

because the actor does not know how to write this language is related to Spolsky & 

Cooper’s sign-writer’s skill condition. Using Dutch because ‘everyone can read it’ 

and avoiding English or Frisian because not everyone understands it is related to the 
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presumed reader condition. Using either English or Frisian because of their 

attractiveness or as an identity marker is related to the symbolic value condition, just 

like avoiding Frisian because either the actor or the audience does not like the 

language is. Of Ben-Rafael’s (2009) principles, especially presentation of self, good 

reasons and collective identity seem to play a role. However, the power relations 

principle may also be important. 

In a student project, Koekkoek et al. (2008) gathered information about the 

underlying motives of shop owners for their choice of certain languages on signs 

through observations and interviews. One of the shops they included in the research 

was Dilara Boekhandel, an Islamic bookshop that is part of the survey area of Bos 

en Lommerplein in the present study. Dilara Boekhandel belongs to a regional chain. 

Koekkoek et al. (2008) found that the Turkish shop owner, who spoke only Turkish 

himself, consciously mainly used Dutch as a common language on the shop-front to 

reach as large a group of customers as possible. In fact, the shop had relatively few 

Dutch customers, but the shop owner wanted to attract not only Turkish, but also 

other Islamic customers such as Moroccans, who also constituted a relatively large 

group in the neighbourhood concerned. The word Dilara, however, is Turkish and 

means ‘darling’. This example from Koekkoek et al. (2008) shows the interplay of 

two of Ben-Rafael’s (2009) structuration principles. The good reasons principle may 

help in understanding the use of Dutch, whereas the collective identity principle may 

account for the Turkish shop name. 

This section made it clear that characteristics of the actors are a factor that 

influences properties of signs. Types of actors that were considered are actors 

related to government agencies vs. private actors, and actors related to different 

sectors and to different types of establishment. In summary, signs issued by 

government agencies show much less linguistic diversity than those put up by 

private actors. Many of the private signs belong to shops. The proportions of the 

languages used on those signs differ according to the sector of the shop. For 

example, in the electronics and music sector a relatively high percentage of signs 

included English, and in the food sector languages other than Dutch or English (and 

even scripts other than Latin) were used comparatively often. The establishments in 

the survey areas included local independent businesses along with chain shops 

headquartered elsewhere. Establishments that were part of national chains were 

found to use more Dutch and less English on signs than other types of establishment. 
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5.7 Proper Names 
 

As discussed in Chapter 2, texts in the linguistic landscape often contain proper 

names. It may well be the case that this category of words is written in a foreign 

language more frequently than other text. This was illustrated in the previous section 

for Dilara Boekhandel. The shop owner used mainly Dutch on the shop-front, but 

the name Dilara is Turkish. Section 4.4 focused on the classification of proper 

names in the linguistic landscape, such as brand and shop names, by language. Two 

different analyses of the first 203 signs from Kalverstraat were presented in order to 

show how the presence of proper names affects the diversity in the linguistic 

landscape. It was concluded that proper names contribute greatly to the multilingual 

appearance of the linguistic landscape. In the present study, every name was 

assigned to its original language, and for each sign it was coded whether it consisted 

of 1) proper name(s), 2) other text, or 3) both. This approach makes it possible to 

consider the different types of sign separately. The figures are given in Table 5.13. 

 

Table 5.13 Languages on signs by type of text (percentage) 

 

 Proper 
name(s) 

Other text 
 

Both 

Dutch* 53 90 81 

English* 35 12 47 

French* 5 1 5 

Frisian* 4 1 5 

German* 4 1 4 

Italian* 4 0 2 

Turkish* 2 1 2 

Arabic 1 1 2 

Spanish* 2 0 1 

N 640 785 1,471 

* p < .05 

 
Table 5.13 has to be read as follows. Of the signs that only contained one or more 

proper names, such as a sign listing brands that are sold in a shop, 53 percent 

included Dutch and 35 percent included English. Of the signs that only displayed 

text other than proper names, such as a ‘push’ sticker at an entrance door, 90 percent 

featured Dutch and 12 percent featured English. For signs with both one or more 
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proper names and other text, the figures were 81 percent Dutch and 47 percent 

English. 

 There was a difference in the languages used between signs displaying one or 

more proper names, and signs displaying other text. A large majority of the signs 

with only ‘other text’ were written in Dutch. Also, English was sometimes used for 

‘other text’. Other texts in other languages rarely occurred. Signs with only proper 

names show a different pattern; they are linguistically more diverse. Only a small 

majority of these signs were written in Dutch whereas about a third of them 

contained English. In a small percentage of the cases languages like French, 

German, Frisian and Italian were used for proper names. As argued in Chapter 2, 

proper names such as shop names and brand names can easily be written in a 

language that is not used or fully understood by the audience, as they do not have 

the purpose of transmitting factual information. One could say that proper names in 

particular can be used for presentation of self or for the display of collective identity, 

since the presumed reader condition (prefer to write signs in the language or 

languages that intended readers are assumed to read) is less important for proper 

names. 

 Table 5.13 reveals a striking difference in the use of the two main languages 

Dutch and English. Whereas Dutch occurred less frequently on signs with only one 

or more proper names than on signs displaying other text, for English the situation 

was the other way around. Thus, there seems to be a tendency for Dutch to be used 

more for referential purposes, and English more for symbolic purposes. Actors may 

consider the Dutch language more suitable for transmitting factual information and 

may use English mainly for brand and shop names. 

 To summarise, in this section the linguistic content of the signs, whether they 

contain proper names, other text or both, was identified as an additional factor that 

influences properties of signs. Signs with proper names are linguistically more 

diverse than signs displaying only other text. 

 

 

5.8 Comparison to Previous Research 
 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Cenoz & Gorter (2006) studied the linguistic landscape 

of Nieuwestad, just like Wirdumerdijk, a central shopping street in Leeuwarden. The 

fact that similar streets were studied makes it possible to compare the different 

methodologies. An important methodological difference between the study by 

Cenoz & Gorter and the present investigation is that they considered all the texts 

displayed by a particular establishment as one single sign, whereas in the present 
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study any piece of written text within a spatially definable frame was taken to be a 

separate sign. Another difference is that Cenoz & Gorter made a complete inventory 

of the linguistic landscapes of the shopping streets, whereas in the present study 

sections of the shopping streets and squares served as survey areas. With the 

different definitions of a sign in mind, some of the outcomes from Wirdumerdijk can 

be compared to what Cenoz & Gorter found in Nieuwestad. In fact, Wirdumerdijk is 

a side street of Nieuwestad, and there is no reason to assume that these streets differ 

significantly in their linguistic landscapes. 

 In Cenoz & Gorter’s study, as well as in the present investigation, the 

percentage of monolingual and multilingual signs was determined. Cenoz & Gorter 

(2006: 72) found that in Nieuwestad, 62 percent of the signs were monolingual and 

38 percent multilingual. 14  In Wirdumerdijk the share of monolingual signs was 

larger: 79 percent as opposed to 21 percent multilingual signs. This difference may 

be a result of the different definitions employed of what constitutes a sign. Several 

monolingual texts displayed by a single establishment may yield a multilingual sign 

together, according to Cenoz & Gorter’s definition. 

 In Table 5.14 the (combinations of) languages on signs in Nieuwestad and 

Wirdumerdijk are compared. For Wirdumerdijk two columns of figures are given. 

The first are the results when all the signs were analysed separately, which was the 

common method in this study. In the second column the results for when all the 

signs on each establishment were taken together are given, which was the procedure 

followed by Cenoz & Gorter (2006). 

 Table 5.14 shows that although the percentages differ, the overall picture that 

the two studies provide is similar. Of the regional, national and international 

languages in both studies, Dutch was found most frequently, followed by English, 

and Frisian was seldom encountered. The largest difference was that ‘other 

combinations and language(s)’ were found more often in the present study than by 

Cenoz & Gorter (2006). The following discussion on the way the languages are 

displayed vis-à-vis each other is based on the analysis per sign for the present study, 

because the results concerned cannot be easily converted to the establishment level. 

 In Nieuwestad, Cenoz & Gorter found that the first or most prominent language 

on multilingual signs was Dutch in 77 percent of the cases, English in 20 percent 

and Frisian in 2 percent. This distribution is similar to what was found in 

Wirdumerdijk, where the first language appeared to be Dutch for 55 percent, English 

for 30 percent and Frisian for 1 percent of the multilingual signs. 

 

                                                           
14 These percentages were adapted because an inaccuracy has crept into Cenoz & Gorter’s original figures 
(Gorter, personal communication). 
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Table 5.14 (Combinations of) languages on signs in Nieuwestad and 

Wirdumerdijk (percentage) 

 

Nieuwestad (Cenoz & Gorter) Wirdumerdijk (Edelman) 
 Per 

establishment 
Per sign Per 

establishment 

Dutch 53 61 45 

English 6 13 10 

Frisian 3 - - 

Dutch + English 31 13 12 

Dutch + Frisian 2 0 2 

Other combinations and language(s) 5 13 31 

N 10315 355 42 

 

Source Nieuwestad: Cenoz & Gorter (2006: 73) 

 

Cenoz & Gorter further found that on 6 percent of the multilingual signs the type of 

font was the same for all languages, whereas it was different on 94 percent of the 

multilingual signs, which is the large majority. These percentages differ widely from 

those found in the present study. In Wirdumerdijk, the type of font turned out to be 

the same for all languages for 28 percent of the multilingual signs, and differed for 

72 percent. These divergent outcomes are probably due to the different definitions of 

a sign. It is plausible that languages are more frequently written in the same font 

when they occur within the same frame than when they occur in different texts 

displayed by a particular establishment. 

 Another characteristic that Cenoz & Gorter analysed was the use of translation 

on the signs. They found that in Nieuwestad none of the multilingual signs had 

translation. In Wirdumerdijk, on the other hand, some signs with translation were 

found. Word-for-word translation occurred on 1 percent of the multilingual signs, 

and free translation was encountered on another 1 percent. The percentage of 

multilingual signs that included partial translation was somewhat higher, namely 6 

percent. Still, for the large majority of the multilingual signs (92 percent) the 

languages gave complementary information. 

 In summary, the comparison in this section shows that the different 

methodologies used by Cenoz & Gorter and in the present study yield some similar 

and some divergent results. 

                                                           
15 Cenoz & Gorter’s study included approximately 60 establishments. The total number of 103 also 
comprised single signs such as street signs (Gorter, personal communication). 
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5.9 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter the findings of the empirical study were presented so that answers to 

the research questions can be formulated and conclusions can be drawn. The first 

research question was: to what extent does the linguistic landscape in the 

Netherlands reflect the languages spoken by the speech community? The results 

show that the different ethnolinguistic compositions of the two field sites in this 

study, Amsterdam and Friesland, result in different outcomes in the languages used. 

In Amsterdam, immigrants have left their traces in the linguistic landscape, while in 

Friesland the Frisian speakers are represented to some extent. Within Amsterdam 

and Friesland, it also matters where you are. In Amsterdam the linguistic landscape 

differs according to whether or not many immigrants live around the shopping 

centre concerned, and according to whether or not it is frequented by tourists. In 

Friesland there is a difference between more urban and more rural municipalities. 

Although the ethnolinguistic compositions of the neighbourhoods are reflected in 

their linguistic landscapes to some extent, minority languages have a relatively small 

presence. Apart from the languages spoken by the speech community, many other 

factors play a role, such as power relations, prestige, symbolic value, identity issues, 

vitality and literacy. The interplay of all factors has resulted in a limited display of 

multilingualism. 

 The second research question was: which factors influence linguistic and 

semiotic properties of signs? In this chapter, several factors that have an effect were 

identified. Firstly, the type of actor makes a difference. Government agencies 

generally use official languages, whereas private actors draw from a larger repertoire 

of languages. Additionally, the language distributions on signs belonging to shops 

differ according to the sector concerned. For instance, shops in the electronics and 

music sector, which is closely related to technology, have comparatively large 

amounts of English on their signs. A further characteristic of establishments that was 

found to influence the use of languages on signs was whether the establishments 

were independent or belonged to international, national, or regional chains. For 

instance, establishments that were part of national chains used more Dutch and less 

English on signs than other types of establishment. Moreover, it is important to note 

what kinds of words a sign displays. For proper names, a larger diversity of 

languages is used than for other text, which is usually written in Dutch and 

sometimes in English. 

 For the interpretation of the results, Ben-Rafael’s (2009) structuration principles 

and Spolsky & Cooper’s (1991) conditions for language choice proved useful. In 

Chapter 6, the final chapter of this dissertation, the findings are discussed further.



  

6 SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
 

 

 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

In the present chapter, the findings are further discussed. This study suggests that 

issues of identity, vitality and power are important in the construction of the 

linguistic landscape. Therefore, in sections 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5 respectively, the 

investigated linguistic landscapes are related to these issues. The chapter concludes 

by offering recommendations for future work in section 6.6. First of all, however, 

the study is summarised in section 6.2. 

 

 

6.2 Summary of the Study 
 

This dissertation describes an investigation of the linguistic landscape in the 

Netherlands. The study took place in both the capital city of Amsterdam with its 

immigrants and foreign tourists, and in the province of Friesland with its Frisian-

speaking minority. Dutch is the official state language of the Netherlands, and the 

mother tongue of the majority of the population (Eurobarometer 2006: 7). English, 

which has developed into the world’s major language of wider communication 

(Cenoz & Jessner 2000), also plays an important role in Dutch society. 

 The linguistic landscape is a relatively new research subject. Landry & Bourhis 

(1997: 25) define the concept of linguistic landscape as follows: “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.” Landry & 

Bourhis show that the linguistic landscape is a marker of the vitality of 

ethnolinguistic groups in multilingual contexts, and that it also contributes to this 

vitality. In the present study, Backhaus’ (2006: 55) notion of sign is used: “A sign 

was considered to be any piece of written text within a spatially definable frame [...], 

including anything from handwritten stickers to huge commercial billboards.” 

 Ben-Rafael (2009) presents four sociological principles of structuration to 

explain the diversity in the linguistic landscape, namely presentation of self, good 

reasons, power relations, and collective identity. Spolsky & Cooper (1991) and 
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Spolsky (2009) address the motivations behind language choice on signs and 

formulate three conditions to that end: the sign-writer’s skill condition, the presumed 

reader condition and the symbolic value condition. 

 Reh (2004), Sebba (2007) and Scollon & Scollon (2003) discuss issues related 

to the choice and placement of languages on signs. Reh (2004) gives a typology to 

facilitate the documentation and analysis of multilingual writing. Sebba (2007) 

distinguishes between parallel and complementary mixed-language texts. Scollon & 

Scollon (2003) show how language preference is expressed by the placement of 

languages on signs.  

 The present study was conducted with the aim of answering the following 

research questions: 

 

1. To what extent does the linguistic landscape in the Netherlands reflect 

the languages spoken by the speech community? 

2. Which factors influence linguistic and semiotic properties of signs? 

 

The Dutch economy is one of the most highly globalised economies in the world 

(Thrift 1994). The population of the Netherlands has a relatively good command of 

foreign languages. Besides Dutch, the three most widely known languages are 

English, German and French (Eurobarometer 2006). Apart from foreign languages 

learnt at school, there is another significant group of languages from abroad, namely 

the languages that immigrants have brought with them to the Netherlands. The 

immigrants who have settled in the country include citizens from (former) Dutch 

colonies, so-called guest workers and their families from the Mediterranean area, 

immigrants from Western countries, and refugees from all over the world. On the 

basis of the parental birth country criterion, the Dutch are by far the largest 

population group in the Netherlands. Among the immigrants, the groups from 

Indonesia, Germany, Turkey, Suriname and Morocco have a relatively large 

presence. Extra et al. (2002) carried out a large-scale survey on the distribution and 

vitality of immigrant minority languages in the Netherlands. They found that 

Turkish, Arabic and Berber are the immigrant languages most frequently spoken at 

the homes of school children. In terms of language proficiency, language choice, 

language dominance and language preference, Turkish is the most vital immigrant 

language. The Dutch government strongly encourages immigrants to acquire and use 

Dutch. 

 Of the larger cities in the Netherlands, Amsterdam has the highest percentage of 

immigrants (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2010). The largest groups have 

Surinamese, Moroccan and Turkish backgrounds (O+S Amsterdam 2007a). The 
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many foreign tourists that Amsterdam attracts also give rise to linguistic diversity. 

The main foreign tourist groups come from the United Kingdom and the United 

States (O+S Amsterdam 2008). 

 In the province of Friesland two official languages are used: Dutch, the state 

language, and the regional minority language of Frisian, which is the home language 

of a small majority of the population (Gorter 2005). Frisian is much more a spoken 

than a written language (Gorter & Jonkman 1995). All Frisian speakers also know 

Dutch. Usually, Dutch is the unmarked language and Frisian the marked one (Gorter 

1993). The number of immigrants and foreign tourists in Friesland is relatively 

small. 

 The present study comprises a detailed quantitative analysis of linguistic 

landscapes in the Netherlands, based on the approach developed by Ben-Rafael et al. 

(2004; 2006) and Cenoz & Gorter (2006). Eight shopping centres were selected for 

the investigation: five in Amsterdam and three in Friesland. The particular shopping 

centres were chosen because the neighbourhoods in which they are situated differ 

greatly in their ethnolinguistic composition. Sections of the shopping centres served 

as survey areas. 

 The shopping centres in Amsterdam included Rooswijck, Kalverstraat, Bos en 

Lommerplein, Javastraat and Ganzenpoort. Rooswijck is a shopping centre in a 

neighbourhood where mainly Dutch people live. Kalverstraat is the main shopping 

street in the centre of Amsterdam and is visited by many foreign tourists. Bos en 

Lommerplein, Javastraat and Ganzenpoort are shopping centres in different 

neighbourhoods where relatively many immigrants live. 

 Wirdumerdijk in Leeuwarden, Dijkstraat in Franeker, and Schoolstraat in 

Burgum constituted the shopping centres in Friesland. Leeuwarden is the provincial 

capital of Friesland, Franeker is a smaller town and Burgum is a rural village. In 

both Franeker and Burgum a section of the main shopping street served as the 

survey area. In Leeuwarden, the survey area consisted of a section of a side street of 

the main shopping street. The distribution of mother tongues in Leeuwarden, 

Franeker and Burgum varies. The proportion of native Frisian speakers is lowest in 

the municipality of Leeuwarden, and highest in the municipality of which Burgum is 

part. The latter local government has also the most active policy to encourage the 

use of Frisian. 

 All the signs in the survey areas were photographed. Only nameplates of 

residents were left out of consideration. The data collection comprised over 3,000 

signs. They were coded according to linguistic features (e.g., languages used, 

presence of translations), semiotic features (e.g., the order of the texts in different 

languages) and other features (e.g., government or private sign). 
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 A problematic aspect of the general methodology is that the classification by 

language of proper names like brand and shop names is not always straightforward. 

Proper names have a prominent place in the linguistic landscape, and are frequently 

displayed in a foreign language. It is difficult to establish whether names are part of 

specific languages or of any language. In the present study every name was assigned 

to its original language, and it was coded for every sign whether it consisted of 

proper name(s), other text, or both. 

 In all the survey areas in Amsterdam and Friesland combined, a total of 31 

different languages were found. The nine most often-used languages included 

national language Dutch, international language English, European languages that 

seem to have high prestige in advertising in the Netherlands (French, German, 

Italian, Spanish), regional minority language Frisian, and immigrant minority 

languages Turkish and Arabic. The use of Dutch or English was by far the most 

common. Differences between the ethnolinguistic composition of Amsterdam and 

Friesland’s populations are partly reflected in differences in the linguistic 

landscapes. The use of Turkish and Arabic in Amsterdam is somehow a 

manifestation of the presence of immigrants, and the use of Frisian in Friesland is 

related in complex ways to the speakers of this regional minority language. Ben-

Rafael’s (2009) structuration principles and Spolsky & Cooper’s (1991) conditions 

for language choice help to interpret the outcomes. 

 The fact that the linguistic landscape reflects the languages spoken by the 

speech community to some extent is also apparent from comparisons of the 

individual survey areas in Amsterdam as well as in Friesland. In Amsterdam, 

Turkish and Arabic were mainly found in neighbourhoods where relatively large 

amounts of immigrants live. In the survey area in Kalverstraat, a central shopping 

street, the relative amount of English was greater than in the other, less central 

neighbourhoods. This may be due to the high number of foreign tourists visiting the 

centre of Amsterdam. In Friesland, some Frisian was used in the survey areas of 

Burgum and Franeker, but it hardly occurred in the more urban Leeuwarden survey 

area. This is related to the larger proportion of native Frisian speakers in Burgum 

and Franeker. 

 On multilingual signs, mixing of languages occurred much more often than 

translation. It follows that the texts in different languages usually gave 

complementary information. 

 Factors relating to the type of actor were found to influence linguistic and 

semiotic properties of signs. On government signs almost no language but the 

official languages of the Netherlands (Dutch and Frisian) was used. The languages 

used on private signs, on the other hand, were more diverse. Furthermore, the 
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proportions of the languages used on shop signs differed according to the sector in 

question. In the electronics and music sector, for instance, a relatively high 

percentage of signs included English. It also matters whether an establishment is 

part of a regional, national or international chain, or is independently owned. For 

example, minority languages Frisian, Turkish and Arabic were especially used by 

establishments that were part of regional chains and by independent establishments. 

 Another important factor is the linguistic content of the signs. There is a 

difference with regard to the languages used between signs displaying one or more 

proper names and signs displaying other text. A large majority of the signs with only 

‘other text’ were written in Dutch. Signs with only one or more proper names, such 

as a brand name, were linguistically more diverse. 

 In both Cenoz & Gorter’s (2006) linguistic landscape study and the present 

investigation, a central shopping street in Leeuwarden served as a survey area. A 

comparison showed that the different methodologies used in the two studies yielded 

some similar and some divergent results. The distribution of Dutch, English and 

Frisian found was similar. In the present study, the percentage of monolingual signs 

was larger than in Cenoz & Gorter’s investigation. This difference may be a result of 

the fact that different definitions of a sign were used. 

 In summary, the study reported in this dissertation explored the extent to which 

the linguistic landscape in the Netherlands reflects the languages spoken by the 

speech community and identified factors that influence linguistic and semiotic 

properties of signs. The main finding is that Dutch and English prevail, whereas 

minority languages have a limited presence in the linguistic landscape. 
 
  
6.3 Linguistic Landscape and Identity 
 

This section discusses what the investigated linguistic landscapes tell us about 

identity issues. The choice of one language over the other may be of great symbolic 

value, and can mark the actor’s identity. In Chapter 2, Ben-Rafael’s (2009) 

sociological framework for linguistic landscape research was discussed, and in 

Chapter 5 its structuration principles were applied to the data of the present study. 

Two of the four principles deal with issues of identity, namely collective identity 

and presentation of self. In one area a language may be used to show the actor’s 

likeness to a part of the public, while in another area the same language may serve to 

show the actor’s uniqueness. For instance, Frisian may be used as a display of 

collective identity in Friesland, while in Amsterdam the Frisian brand name 

Sonnema may concern the presentation of self. Languages of ethnolinguistic 
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minority groups as well as ‘outsider languages’ that carry prestige in the Dutch 

setting turned out to be present in the linguistic landscape, so both principles seem to 

be at work in different cases. 

 Spolsky & Cooper (1991), who formulate three conditions for language choice 

in public signage, also capture the issue of identity, namely in their third rule, which 

states: ‘Prefer to write signs in your own language or in a language with which you 

wish to be identified’. This symbolic value condition accounts for language choice 

and for the order of languages on multilingual signs. The idea of the symbolic value 

condition is useful in the present study, because special attention was paid to 

regional minority language Frisian and immigrant minority languages Turkish and 

Arabic. Although these languages only have a modest quantitative presence in the 

linguistic landscape (see section 5.2), their symbolic value can be of importance. 

 One way this comes about is through the design of the signs. In Amsterdam, 

Arabic ranked sixth among the languages most frequently used on the signs. 

However, when the languages that most often appear first or with the largest font 

size on multilingual signs were considered, Arabic was the third language in 

Amsterdam, after Dutch and English. Arabic appears to be displayed relatively 

prominently on multilingual signs. This relative prominence in the design of the 

signs seems to reveal a high symbolic value that the Arabic-speaking immigrants, in 

particular the linguistic landscape actors, attach to their own language. In Friesland, 

Frisian is the third language, both when one considers the frequency of occurrence 

and how often it appears first, or with the largest font size on multilingual signs. 

Dutch and English are again the first two languages. Just like Arabic in Amsterdam, 

Frisian in Friesland seems to have a high symbolic value for linguistic landscape 

actors who speak this language. As noted in Chapter 1, Extra & Gorter (2001) 

emphasise that regional and immigrant minority languages have much in common. 

Their symbolic value is one of the similarities between these different kinds of 

minority languages. 

 The Frisian-Dutch sign with opening hours that was given in Figure 5.5 is a 

clear example of the use of language as a display of identity. The owners wrote the 

text in their own language, Frisian, on top and larger than that in the other language, 

Dutch. Identity issues were decisive in the choice to use Frisian. In an interview, one 

of the owners of the ice cream parlour in Franeker expressed that the Frisian 

language was very important to them and that they felt closely connected to it 

(Bierma 2008). The owners’ motives are an example of Ben-Rafael’s (2009) 

principle of presentation of self. 

 Using a script other than the mainstream Latin script may be seen as a display 

of collective identity. A sign written in Arabic script, for example, addresses the part 
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of the public that is familiar with it. The reason that non-Latin scripts were hardly 

found may be that linguistic landscape actors comply with Spolsky & Cooper’s 

(1991) presumed reader condition (‘Prefer to write signs in the language or 

languages that intended readers are assumed to read’), as the majority of the 

audience would not be able to decipher other scripts. 

 There is a strong relationship between names and identities, because a name is a 

symbol of identity. A name in a minority language can have much symbolic value. 

This (and other factors) may explain why there have been so many debates and 

conflicts about the issue of geographical names in the province of Friesland. The 

results of this study show that, in Amsterdam as well as in Friesland, there is a 

difference with regard to the languages used between signs displaying one or more 

proper names and signs displaying other text. Signs with only proper names are 

linguistically more diverse and more frequently include languages such as English, 

Frisian and Italian than signs with other text. This finding suggests that names such 

as shop and brand names are especially used as a display of identity. 

 

 

6.4 Linguistic Landscape and Vitality 
 

In this section, the investigated linguistic landscapes are related to issues of vitality. 

According to Landry & Bourhis (1997), the linguistic landscape is a marker of the 

vitality of ethnolinguistic groups in multilingual contexts. The present study shows 

that the linguistic landscape is not always a manifestation of the ethnolinguistic 

vitality of groups inhabiting a given area. On the one hand, languages that are not 

spoken by larger groups of inhabitants, but are used by foreign tourists or have high 

prestige in advertising also occur in the linguistic landscape. On the other hand, 

languages such as Berber with a weaker written tradition may be vital in an area, and 

still not be used in the linguistic landscape. Ethnolinguistic vitality certainly appears 

to have some explanatory power regarding the composition of linguistic landscapes, 

however. As noted in Chapter 3 to date there are only ethnolinguistic vitality data 

available for some languages in the Netherlands against which the findings of the 

linguistic landscape study can be assessed. 

 Languages often play several roles at the same time, which can be illustrated by 

English. In the Netherlands this language is used as the major international 

language, but also as the home language of many immigrants. If a sign in a shopping 

centre such as Ganzenpoort (in Amsterdam) features English, it is difficult to assess 

whether that English is used more as an international language or as an immigrant 

minority language, e.g. for Ghanese immigrants. In other words, the different roles 
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are difficult to tease apart. Consequently, it is not always clear to what extent the 

occurrence of a language in the linguistic landscape is revealing of ethnolinguistic 

vitality. 

 The vitality of an ethnolinguistic group declines during processes of 

assimilation with the dominant group. Lüdi (2007) links the results of his linguistic 

landscape study in the city of Basel  which is situated in the German-speaking 

part of Switzerland  to the integration of immigrants. He concludes that German is 

the lingua franca among speakers of other languages, and sees the substantial 

presence of German in signs produced by immigrants as proof of, but also as an 

instrument for, their integration into Swiss society. The present study indicates that 

in Amsterdam immigrant shop owners also often use the dominant language on their 

signs. This may likewise evidence their assimilation into Dutch society, because it 

shows their willingness and ability to write or order signs in the dominant language. 

As noted in Chapter 1, in the Dutch public opinion, immigrant minority languages 

such as Turkish and Arabic are considered obstacles to integration. Immigrant shop 

owners may well have internalised the high status attached to Dutch and the low 

status attached to immigrant languages in Dutch society. Using Dutch on signs may 

also be an instrument for assimilation, as it may attract customers from other 

ethnolinguistic groups. 

 

 

6.5 Linguistic Landscape and Power 
 

This section considers the relationship between the investigated linguistic 

landscapes and issues of power. In Chapter 1 it was noted that the public opinion on 

multilingualism in the Netherlands is ambivalent, in that some languages are seen as 

a resource whereas others are considered a problem. A similar division can be seen 

in the linguistic landscape. If one compares the occurrence of Turkish, probably the 

largest immigrant language in the Netherlands (Extra et al. 2002), to the occurrence 

of English, it becomes clear that the English language has much more presence in 

the linguistic landscape. Thus, the fact that English is valued more than Turkish is 

also expressed there. 

 Shohamy’s (2006) considerations, as conveyed in Chapter 2, show that the 

linguistic landscape may reaffirm power relations by marking who is dominant and 

who is not. The present study demonstrates that this was indeed the case in the 

survey areas. For example, all street signs in the sample were monolingual Dutch, 

regardless of the minority languages spoken in the Netherlands. 



SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 125

 Ben-Rafael’s (2009) sociological framework captures power issues in the 

principle of power relations, which refer to the extent to which actors are able to 

impose patterns of behaviour on others. The fact that Dutch, the language of the 

dominant group, has a much stronger presence in the linguistic landscape than the 

languages of subordinate groups, may show that power relations play an important 

role. Although the government does not prescribe the use of Dutch on signs, public 

opinion sometimes condemns the use of other languages, especially immigrant 

minority languages. For example, election bills in Turkish in the city of Rotterdam 

caused a commotion in February 2010. The results of this study do indeed point to 

rather strong normative pressures to use the Dutch language, which leads to a rather 

low presence of minority languages and thus to limited multilingualism in the 

linguistic landscape. This is related to the marginal place that minority languages 

have in education, and to the emphasis the government puts on learning and using 

Dutch. Given the relatively small presence of languages other than Dutch and 

English, power relations and good reasons may be the major structuring principles in 

the Dutch context, although many other factors may have had an effect. Presentation 

of self and collective identity seem to impact on the linguistic landscape to a smaller 

degree. 

 

 

6.6 Recommendations for Future Work 
 

Coulmas (2009) states that linguistic landscaping is as old as writing. Ancient 

inscriptions show that people already left their traces thousands of years ago through 

texts in public space. The linguistic landscape is dynamic, as it is always under 

construction. This project examined the linguistic landscape synchronically. The 

idea to use the language on signs as a research subject is relatively new, and there 

are no systematic data available of the Dutch linguistic landscape in former times. 

However, it would be very interesting to see how it develops from now on. Will the 

process of globalisation continue to influence the linguistic landscape, so that 

English wins ground? Will the opposite process, regionalisation, promote the use of 

Frisian in Friesland? Will the languages of immigrants, for example from Turkey, 

Suriname or Morocco, be displayed more or less than they are now? And will Dutch 

and English become increasingly mixed, resulting in constructions like hair en 

beauty salon and koffiecorner (en and koffie meaning ‘and’ and ‘coffee’ 

respectively)? On the basis of this dissertation, it will be possible to replicate the 

study, for example ten years later, and compare the findings to the results in and 

around 2007. Such a comparison will provide answers to the above questions and 
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will shed light on the diachronic development of the linguistic landscape in a 

changing society. The explicit and detailed description of the methodology that was 

applied also makes it possible to replicate this study in another sociolinguistic 

context and compare the results. 

 In the course of this study, it became clear that many important background data 

about the multilingual situation in the Netherlands were lacking. It would be 

interesting to extend Extra et al.’s (2002) large-scale survey to Amsterdam because 

no data at all on the distribution and vitality of immigrant minority languages in the 

Dutch capital are available. Also, more information about the ethnolinguistic vitality 

of minority groups in the Netherlands would be welcome.  

 Knowledge about the linguistic landscape can be applied in education. In an 

ongoing Canadian research project, Dagenais et al. (2009) show how the linguistic 

landscape can be used in primary school to raise children’s awareness of language 

diversity. At the University of Amsterdam, where the present study was carried out, 

and likely at many other universities worldwide, students learn about 

multilingualism by photographing and analysing signs. From observations in the 

linguistic landscape, pupils and students can learn how language choice may be 

driven by power relations. Expanding the use of the linguistic landscape in 

education, as well as the development of teaching material, will also be an 

interesting step forward. 

 As Shohamy & Gorter (2009a: 9) point out in their introduction to the book 

Linguistic landscape: Expanding the scenery, “the feeling among researchers 

working in this area is that the work has only just begun”. This explorative study 

tries to contribute to the field by providing more insight into the relation between the 

linguistic landscape and the languages spoken in an area, and by identifying factors 

that influence properties of signs. The connection made between regional and 

immigrant minority languages as well as the detailed description of the 

methodology, which paid special attention to the classification of proper names, may 

help to further the study of the linguistic landscape. 
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APPENDIX A. CODEBOOK 
 

 

 

 

 

Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

1 NUMBER Sign number 1001.00 

1002.00 

etc. 

 

2 DATE Date on which 

sign was 

photographed 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

March 22, 2005 

November 15, 2005 

May 31, 2006 

January 22, 2007 

February 22, 2007 

March 15, 2007 

April 24, 2007 

April 16, 2008 

3 AREA Survey area 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Kalverstraat 

Ganzenpoort 

Bos en Lommerplein 

Rooswijck 

Javastraat 

Wirdumerdijk 

Dijkstraat 

Schoolstraat 

4 GOVPRIV Government or 

private sign 

1 

2 

Government sign 

Private sign 

5 ESTABLIS Type of 

establishment 

 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Shop 

Bar 

Restaurant 

Bank 

ATM 

Dispensing chemist 

Hairdresser 

Repair shop 

Estate agent 
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Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

Travel agency 

Video shop 

Laundry/dry cleaner 

Phone centre 

Library 

Health/wellness centre 

Ice cream parlour 

Take-away food 

Office 

Social/cultural centre 

Insurance agency 

6 ESTANAME Name of 

establishment 

1 

2 

3 

... 

149 

Orange 

Fooks 

Pieter Breughel 

... 

Brinksma Optiek 

7 SECTOR Sector of shop 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

Clothes 

Shoes 

Accessories 

Optician 

Jewellery 

Cosmetics 

Chemist 

Household goods 

Decoration 

Art  

Phones 

Electronics 

Sports 

Music 

Books 

Gifts  

Food 

Drinks 

Flowers 

Lottery 



CODEBOOK 141

Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

Supermarket 

Candies 

Photography 

Assorted goods 

Tobacco 

Fair trade 

8 CHAIN   Establishment 

part of chain or 

independent 

1 

2 

3 

4 

International chain 

National chain 

Regional chain 

Independent 

9 TYPE Type of sign 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Name of establishment 

Other shop sign 

Street sign 

Name plate 

Sticker 

Poster 

Graffiti 

Security information 

Other 

10 PROPER Presence of 

proper name(s) 

and other text 

1 

2 

3 

Proper name(s) 

Other text 

Both 

11 ORDER1 First language, 

in order of 

appearance 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

English 

Dutch 

Frisian 

Italian 

Spanish 

German 

French 

Japanese 

Chinese 

Greek 

Polish 

Turkish 

Arabic 

Latin 
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Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

32 

33 

Korean 

Finnish 

Maa 

Hawaiian 

Swedish 

Sranan 

Hebrew 

Russian 

Papiamentu 

Portuguese 

Hindi 

Sanskrit 

Akan 

Aukan 

Vietnamese 

Ukrainian 

Indonesian 

Fantasy 

Ambiguous 

12 ORDER2 Second 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

13 ORDER3 

 

Third 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

14 ORDER4 

 

Fourth 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

15 ORDER5 

 

Fifth language, 

in order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

16 ORDER6 

 

Sixth language, 

in order of 

See ORDER1 
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Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

appearance 

17 ORDER7 

 

Seventh 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

18 ORDER8 

 

Eighth 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

19 ORDER9 

 

Ninth 

language, in 

order of 

appearance 

See ORDER1 

 

20 NUMLANG Number of 

languages 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

One language 

Two languages 

Three languages 

Four languages 

Five languages 

Six languages 

Seven languages 

Eight languages 

Nine languages 

Ten languages 

21 SIZE Font size of 

text in 

languages 

1 

2 

Same 

Different for all 

languages 

22 SIZE1 First language, 

in order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

23 SIZE2 Second 

language, in 

order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

24 SIZE3 Third 

language, in 

order of font 

See ORDER1 
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Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

size 

25 SIZE4 

 

Fourth 

language, in 

order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

26 SIZE5 

 

Fifth language, 

in order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

27 SIZE6 

 

Sixth language, 

in order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

28 SIZE7 

 

Seventh 

language, in 

order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

29 SIZE8 

 

Eighth 

language, in 

order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

30 SIZE9 

 

Ninth 

language, in 

order of font 

size 

See ORDER1 

 

31 FONT Type of text 

font per 

language 

1 

2 

Same for all languages 

Different 

32 TEXT Amount of text 

in the 

languages 

1 

2 

Same for all languages 

Different 

33 TRANSLAT Presence of 

translation 

 

1 

 

2 

3 

4 

Word-for-word 

translation 

Free translation 

No translation 

Partial translation 

34 MIXING Presence of 

language 

1 

2 

Mixing on text level 

Mixing on sentence 
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Variable 
number 

Variable 
name 

Description Value Value label 

mixing  

3 

4 

 

5 

level 

Mixing on word level 

Mixing on more than 

one level 

No mixing 

35 SCRIPT1 First script, in 

order of 

appearance 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Latin 

Arabic 

Chinese 

Japanese 

Hebrew 

Greek 

36 SCRIPT2 Second script, 

in order of 

appearance  

See SCRIPT1 

37 SCRIPT3 Third script, in 

order of 

appearance 

See SCRIPT1 

 98 

99 

Undefinable 

Not applicable 

 



  



  

APPENDIX B. COMPLETE LIST OF LANGUAGES FOUND 
 

 

 

 

 

Languages on the signs in the survey areas in Amsterdam and Friesland 

(percentage)16 

 

  R K Bo J G L F Bu Total 

1 Dutch 84 53 86 78 74 80 79 79 77 

2 English 36 50 24 35 40 31 32 34 35 

3 Frisian 0 - - - - 0 15 15 4 

4 French 4 3 1 2 3 6 7 4 4 

5 German 3 4 3 3 2 4 2 3 3 

6 Italian 1 7 - 0 1 1 1 7 2 

7 Turkish 0 - 8 2 1 0 - - 2 

8 Arabic - - 2 8 2 - - 0 1 

9 Spanish 0 5 0 2 0 0 3 0 1 

10 Korean 1 - 1 0 1 1 3 1 1 

11 Chinese - 1 - 4 1 - 2 - 1 

12 Latin - - - - - 1 4 1 1 

13 Japanese 1 3 - 1 1 0 0 - 1 

14 Finnish 1 - 0 0 1 1 - - 0 

15 Swedish 1 - 0 - 1 1 0 - 0 

16 Sranan - - - 0 1 - - - 0 

17 Sanskrit - - - - 1 - - - 0 

18 Greek - 0 - 0 0 - 1 - 0 

19 Aukan - - - - 1 - - - 0 

20 Hindi - - - - 1 - - - 0 

21 Vietnamese - - - - - - 1 - 0 

22 Akan - - - - 0 - - - 0 

23 Hebrew 1 - - - - - - - 0 

24 Hawaiian - 0 - - - - - - 0 

25 Indonesian - - - - - - 0 - 0 

26 Maa - 0 - - - - - - 0 

                                                           
16 As in the tables in Chapter 5, ‘-’ means that there are no cases, whereas a zero means that one or more 
cases were found, but the percentage was less than 0.5 and so the rounded percentage amounted to 0. 
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  R K Bo J G L F Bu Total 

27 Papiamentu - - - 0 - - - - 0 

28 Polish - 0 - - - - - - 0 

29 Portuguese - - - - - - 0 - 0 

30 Russian - - - - - - - 0 0 

31 Ukrainian - - - - - - - 0 0 

N 337 292 441 254 502 355 349 374 2,904 

 
R = Rooswijck (Amsterdam), K = Kalverstraat (Amsterdam), Bo = Bos en Lommerplein (Amsterdam), 
J = Javastraat (Amsterdam), G = Ganzenpoort (Amsterdam), L = Wirdumerdijk (Leeuwarden), 
F = Dijkstraat (Franeker), Bu = Schoolstraat (Burgum) 
 



  

APPENDIX C. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE ESTABLISHMENTS 
 

 

 

 

 

Establishments of the four types in the eight survey areas (percentage) 

 

 R K Bo J G L F Bu Total 

International chain 13 50 18 - 9 47 9 12 20 

National chain 40 18 23 - 9 40 17 6 18 

Regional chain 13 5 9 6 13 - 30 17 12 

Independent 34 27 50 94 69 13 44 65 50 

N 15 22 22 17 23 15 23 17 154 

 
R = Rooswijck (Amsterdam), K = Kalverstraat (Amsterdam), Bo = Bos en Lommerplein (Amsterdam), 
J = Javastraat (Amsterdam), G = Ganzenpoort (Amsterdam), L = Wirdumerdijk (Leeuwarden), 
F = Dijkstraat (Franeker), Bu = Schoolstraat (Burgum) 
 

Shops within the seven sectors in the eight survey areas (percentage) 

 

 R K Bo J G L F Bu Total 

Pharmacy 18 9 6 - 6 - - - 5 

Housewares - 5 6 9 6 8 - 7 5 

Food 28 - 13 27 41 8 - 14 15 

Books 9 - 6 9 - 15 6 7 6 

Electronics and music 18 9 19 37 12 23 6 7 15 

Clothing 18 68 37 18 12 46 76 50 44 

Assorted goods 9 9 13 - 23 - 12 15 10 

N 11 22 16 11 17 13 17 14 121 

 
R = Rooswijck (Amsterdam), K = Kalverstraat (Amsterdam), Bo = Bos en Lommerplein (Amsterdam), 
J = Javastraat (Amsterdam), G = Ganzenpoort (Amsterdam), L = Wirdumerdijk (Leeuwarden), 
F = Dijkstraat (Franeker), Bu = Schoolstraat (Burgum) 



  



  

SAMENVATTING 
 

 

 

 

 

Dit proefschrift beschrijft een onderzoek naar het taallandschap in Nederland. De 

studie vond plaats in de hoofdstad Amsterdam met zijn immigranten en buitenlandse 

toeristen en in de provincie Friesland met zijn Fries sprekende minderheid. Het 

Nederlands is de officiële rijkstaal van Nederland en de moedertaal van de 

meerderheid van de bevolking (Eurobarometer 2006: 7). Het Engels, dat zich heeft 

ontwikkeld tot de belangrijkste algemene communicatietaal in de wereld (Cenoz & 

Jessner 2000), speelt ook een belangrijke rol in de Nederlandse maatschappij. 

 Het taallandschap is een relatief nieuw onderwerp van onderzoek. Landry & 

Bourhis (1997: 25) definiëren het concept taallandschap als volgt: “De taal van 

verkeersborden, reclamebillboards, straatnamen, plaatsnamen, commerciële 

winkelborden en openbare borden op overheidsgebouwen vormt samen het 

taallandschap van een gegeven gebied, regio of stedelijke agglomeratie.” Landry & 

Bourhis laten zien dat het taallandschap een markeerder is van de vitaliteit van 

etnolinguïstische groepen in meertalige contexten en dat het ook bijdraagt aan deze 

vitaliteit. In deze studie wordt Backhaus’ (2006: 55) definitie van bord gebruikt: 

“Een bord werd beschouwd als elk stuk geschreven tekst binnen een ruimtelijk 

definieerbaar kader [...], alles omvattend van handgeschreven stickers tot enorme 

commerciële billboards.” 

 Ben-Rafael (2009) presenteert vier sociologische structureringsprincipes om de 

diversiteit in het taallandschap te verklaren, namelijk zelfpresentatie, rationele 

overwegingen, machtsrelaties en collectieve identiteit. Spolsky & Cooper (1991) en 

Spolsky (2009) bespreken de motivaties achter taalkeuze op borden en formuleren 

daarvoor drie voorwaarden: de conditie van de bordschrijversvaardigheid, de 

conditie van de veronderstelde lezer en die van de symbolische waarde. 

 Reh (2004), Sebba (2007) en Scollon & Scollon (2003) bespreken kwesties met 

betrekking tot de keuze en plaatsing van talen op borden. Reh (2004) geeft een 

typologie om de documentatie en analyse van meertalig schrijven te 

vereenvoudigen. Sebba (2007) onderscheidt parallelle en complementaire 

gemengdetaalteksten. Scollon & Scollon (2003) laten zien hoe taalvoorkeur tot 

uiting komt door de plaatsing van talen op borden. 

 Deze studie werd uitgevoerd met het doel de volgende onderzoeksvragen te 

beantwoorden: 
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1.   In welke mate weerspiegelt het taallandschap in Nederland de talen die 

  worden gesproken door de taalgemeenschap? 

2.   Welke factoren beïnvloeden taalkundige en semiotische eigenschappen 

  van borden? 

 

De Nederlandse economie is een van de meest geglobaliseerde economieën van de 

wereld (Thrift 1994). De bevolking van Nederland heeft een relatief grote 

beheersing van vreemde talen. Naast het Nederlands zijn de drie best bekende talen 

Engels, Duits en Frans (Eurobarometer 2006). Behalve vreemde talen die op school 

worden geleerd, is er nog een belangrijke groep buitenlandse talen, namelijk de talen 

die immigranten naar Nederland hebben gebracht. De immigranten die zich in het 

land hebben gevestigd zijn onder anderen burgers uit (voormalige) Nederlandse 

koloniën, zogenoemde gastarbeiders en hun families uit het Middellandse 

Zeegebied, immigranten uit westerse landen en vluchtelingen van over de hele 

wereld. Op basis van het criterium van het geboorteland van de ouders zijn de 

Nederlanders verreweg de grootste bevolkingsgroep in Nederland. Onder de 

immigranten zijn de groepen uit Indonesië, Duitsland, Turkije, Suriname en 

Marokko relatief groot. Extra et al. (2002) voerden een grootschalige survey uit over 

de verspreiding en vitaliteit van immigrantentalen in Nederland. Zij vonden dat het 

Turks, Arabisch en Berber de immigrantentalen zijn die het vaakst gesproken 

worden bij schoolkinderen thuis. Wat betreft taalbeheersing, taalkeuze, 

taaldominantie en taalvoorkeur is het Turks de meest vitale immigrantentaal. De 

Nederlandse overheid stimuleert immigranten om Nederlands te leren en te 

gebruiken. 

 Van de grotere steden in Nederland heeft Amsterdam het hoogste percentage 

immigranten (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2010). De grootste groepen hebben 

een Surinaamse, Marokkaanse of Turkse achtergrond (O+S Amsterdam 2007a). Ook 

de vele buitenlandse toeristen die Amsterdam aantrekt zorgen voor taaldiversiteit. 

De belangrijkste groepen komen uit Groot-Brittannië en de Verenigde Staten (O+S 

Amsterdam 2008). 

 In de provincie Friesland worden twee officiële talen gebruikt: de rijkstaal 

Nederlands en de regionale minderheidstaal Fries, dat de thuistaal is van een kleine 

meerderheid van de bevolking (Gorter 2005). Het Fries is veel meer een gesproken 

dan een geschreven taal (Gorter & Jonkman 1995). Alle sprekers van het Fries 

beheersen ook Nederlands. Gewoonlijk is het Nederlands de ongemarkeerde en het 

Fries de gemarkeerde taal (Gorter 1993). Het aantal immigranten en buitenlandse 

toeristen in Friesland is relatief klein. 
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 Dit onderzoek omvat een gedetailleerde kwantitatieve analyse van 

taallandschappen in Nederland, gebaseerd op de benadering ontwikkeld door Ben-

Rafael et al. (2004; 2006) en Cenoz & Gorter (2006). Voor de studie werden acht 

winkelcentra geselecteerd: vijf in Amsterdam en drie in Friesland. De afzonderlijke 

winkelcentra werden gekozen omdat de buurten waarin ze liggen maximaal 

verschillen in hun etnolinguïstische samenstelling. Gedeeltes van de winkelcentra 

deden dienst als onderzoeksgebieden. 

 De winkelcentra in Amsterdam waren Rooswijck, Kalverstraat, Bos en 

Lommerplein, Javastraat en Ganzenpoort. Rooswijck is een winkelcentrum in een 

buurt waar vooral autochtone Nederlanders wonen. De Kalverstraat is de 

belangrijkste winkelstraat in het centrum van Amsterdam en wordt door vele 

buitenlandse toeristen bezocht. Bos en Lommerplein, Javastraat en Ganzenpoort zijn 

winkelcentra in verschillende buurten waar relatief veel immigranten wonen. 

 De Wirdumerdijk in Leeuwarden, de Dijkstraat in Franeker en de Schoolstraat 

in Burgum waren de winkelcentra in Friesland. Leeuwarden is de 

provinciehoofdstad van Friesland, Franeker is een kleinere stad en Burgum is een 

plattelandsdorp. Zowel in Franeker als in Burgum deed een gedeelte van de 

hoofdwinkelstraat dienst als het onderzoeksgebied. In Leeuwarden was een gedeelte 

van een zijstraat van de hoofdwinkelstraat het onderzoeksgebied. De verdeling van 

moedertalen in Leeuwarden, Franeker en Burgum varieert. Het aandeel 

moedertaalsprekers van het Fries is het laagst in de gemeente Leeuwarden en het 

hoogst in de gemeente waarvan Burgum deel uitmaakt. Deze laatste gemeente is ook 

het meest actief in haar beleid om het gebruik van het Fries te stimuleren. 

 Alle borden in de onderzoeksgebieden werden gefotografeerd. Alleen 

naamplaatjes van bewoners werden buiten beschouwing gelaten. De 

dataverzameling bestond uit ruim 3.000 borden. Deze werden gecodeerd naar 

taalkundige kenmerken (bijvoorbeeld gebruikte talen, aanwezigheid van 

vertalingen), semiotische kenmerken (bijvoorbeeld de volgorde van de teksten in 

verschillende talen) en andere kenmerken (bijvoorbeeld overheids- of particulier 

bord). 

 Een problematisch aspect van de algemene methodologie is dat de classificatie 

naar taal van eigennamen zoals merk- en winkelnamen niet altijd eenvoudig is. 

Eigennamen hebben een prominente plaats in het taallandschap en ze worden vaak 

gegeven in een vreemde taal. Het is moeilijk te bepalen of namen deel uitmaken van 

specifieke talen of van elke taal. In dit onderzoek werd elke naam toegewezen aan 

zijn oorspronkelijke taal en werd voor elk bord gecodeerd of het bestond uit een of 

meer eigennamen, andere tekst of beide. 



SAMENVATTING 154

 In alle onderzoeksgebieden in Amsterdam en Friesland samen werden in totaal 

31 verschillende talen gevonden. De negen meest gebruikte talen waren de nationale 

taal Nederlands, de internationale taal Engels, Europese talen die in Nederland veel 

prestige lijken te hebben in reclame (Frans, Duits, Italiaans, Spaans), de regionale 

minderheidstaal Fries en de immigrantentalen Turks en Arabisch. Het gebruik van 

Nederlands of Engels was verreweg het meest gangbaar. Verschillen in de 

etnolinguïstische samenstelling van de bevolking van Amsterdam en Friesland 

worden deels weerspiegeld in verschillen tussen de taallandschappen. Het gebruik 

van Turks en Arabisch in Amsterdam getuigt van de aanwezigheid van immigranten 

en het gebruik van Fries in Friesland is gerelateerd aan de sprekers van deze 

regionale minderheidstaal. De structureringsprincipes van Ben-Rafael (2009) en de 

condities voor taalkeuze van Spolsky & Cooper (1991) helpen om de uitkomsten te 

interpreteren. 

 Dat het taallandschap tot op zekere hoogte de talen weerspiegelt die worden 

gesproken door de taalgemeenschap, blijkt ook uit vergelijkingen van de individuele 

onderzoeksgebieden in Amsterdam en Friesland. In Amsterdam werden het Turks en 

Arabisch vooral gevonden in buurten waar relatief veel immigranten wonen. In het 

onderzoeksgebied in de centrale winkelstraat Kalverstraat was de relatieve 

hoeveelheid Engels groter dan in de andere, minder centrale buurten. Dit zou een 

gevolg kunnen zijn van het grote aantal buitenlandse toeristen dat het centrum van 

Amsterdam bezoekt. In Friesland werd enig Fries gebruikt in de 

onderzoeksgebieden in Burgum en Franeker, maar het kwam nauwelijks voor in het 

meer stedelijke onderzoeksgebied in Leeuwarden. Dit is gerelateerd aan het grotere 

aandeel moedertaalsprekers van het Fries in Burgum en Franeker. 

 Op meertalige borden kwam vermenging van talen veel vaker voor dan 

vertaling. Over het algemeen gaven de teksten in verschillende talen dus 

aanvullende informatie. 

 Factoren gerelateerd aan het type actor bleken taalkundige en semiotische 

eigenschappen van borden te beïnvloeden. Op overheidsborden werden vrijwel 

alleen de officiële talen van Nederland (Nederlands en Fries) gebruikt. Aan de 

andere kant was er meer diversiteit in de talen op particuliere borden. Verder 

verschilden de verhoudingen van de talen gebruikt op winkelborden al naar gelang 

de sector in kwestie. Een relatief hoog percentage borden bevatte Engels, 

bijvoorbeeld, in de sector elektronica en muziek. Het maakt ook uit of een 

etablissement deel uitmaakt van een regionale, nationale of internationale keten of 

zelfstandig is. De minderheidstalen Fries, Turks en Arabisch werden bijvoorbeeld 

vooral gebruikt door etablissementen die deel uitmaakten van regionale ketens en 

door onafhankelijke etablissementen. 
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 Een andere belangrijke factor is de taalkundige inhoud van de borden. Er is een 

verschil ten aanzien van de gebruikte talen tussen borden die een of meer 

eigennamen laten zien en borden die andere tekst tonen. Een grote meerderheid van 

de borden met alleen ‘andere tekst’ was geschreven in het Nederlands. Borden met 

alleen een of meer eigennamen, zoals een merknaam, waren linguïstisch meer 

divers. 

 Zowel in het taallandschaponderzoek van Cenoz & Gorter (2006) als in deze 

studie diende een centrale winkelstraat in Leeuwarden als onderzoeksgebied. Een 

vergelijking liet zien dat de verschillende methodologieën die gebruikt zijn in de 

twee studies enkele soortgelijke en enkele uiteenlopende resultaten opleverden. De 

gevonden verdeling van Nederlands, Engels en Fries was vergelijkbaar. In deze 

studie was het percentage eentalige borden groter dan in Cenoz & Gorters 

onderzoek. Dit verschil is waarschijnlijk een gevolg van het feit dat verschillende 

definities van een bord werden gehanteerd. 

 Samenvattend, het onderzoek dat is beschreven in dit proefschrift heeft verkend 

in welke mate het taallandschap in Nederland de talen gesproken door de 

taalgemeenschap weerspiegelt en heeft factoren bepaald die taalkundige en 

semiotische eigenschappen van borden beïnvloeden. De belangrijkste bevinding is 

dat het Nederlands en Engels overheersen, terwijl minderheidstalen slechts beperkt 

aanwezig zijn in het taallandschap. 
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